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ABSTRACT
Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities (2017) is a collection of twenty-four
piano solo pieces composed by Henglu Yao (b. 1951), a composer who combines ideas of
cultural awareness and comprehensive musicianship in this set. This collection’s unique
language, musical design, and Chinese music elements provide learners with a
multicultural experience. In addition, pianists are able to explore and apply various music
theory knowledge and improve technical and musical skills through this collection.
This study analyzed each piece from a pedagogical perspective to provide a guide
for pianists to learn and perform this collection, to present value and potential for
teaching and performing it, and to promote the piano works of Yao. Through this study,
pianists can obtain a new and unique repertoire that is suited for intermediate to early
advanced students, experience various musical styles and deepen cultural awareness and
music theory knowledge.
This treatise includes four chapters, a bibliography, and appendices. Chapter one
introduces the topic and provides a justification of Yao’s prominence, the need and
purpose for the study, limitations, methodology, and related literature. Chapter two is
based on an interview with Yao, including a biographical sketch, a summary of Yao’s
piano works, as well as an overview and the compositional techniques of Microkosmos
from Chinese Nationalities. Chapter three provides a pedagogical analysis of all twentyfour pieces from this collection, including an overview of each piece, the basic
information of the original folk song, a survey of the major compositional traits, and
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technical and musical considerations. Chapter four offers a conclusion, the pedagogical
significance of the study, and recommendations for further research. The appendix
contains the complete interview, which is printed in Chinese and translated to English. In
addition, the appendix includes a list of Yao’s piano works that as organized by Yao.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Music education plays an essential role in the advocacy of cultural awareness.
Andrea Rose, music educator and researcher focusing on cultural consciousness,
indicated that music education provides a direct impact on the values and traditions of
society by being a part of the complex cultural world and a site for cultural production.1
Researchers and scholars have widely discussed the topic of cultural awareness within the
field of music education for decades. Jack P.B. Dodds, music educator and the former
director of Music at Dartington, presented his paper “Music as Multicultural Education” 2
at the 1982 conference of the International Society for Music Education. In his paper,
Dodds mentioned that music is not just an art to be practiced within the education of a
multicultural society; it is a truly multicultural education. 3 Egon Kraus is a renowned
German music educator who gave a speech for Music Education conference in 1977
summer. In that speech, Kraus mentioned that a one-sided view of music from either East
or West was no longer appropriate, and that an open mind contributes to better

Andrea Rose, “A Place for Indigenous Music in Formal Music Education,”
International Journal of Music Education 26, no. 1 (November 1995): 39-54,
http://dx.doi.org.pallas2.tcl.sc.edu/10.1177/025576149502600104.
2 Jack P. B. Dodds, “Music as a Multicultural Education,” Music Educators
Journal 69, no. 9 (May 1983): 33-34, http://doi.org//10.2307/3396264.
3 Ibid., 34.
1

1

understanding and knowledge. 4 One of the significant aspects in cultivating cultural
awareness through music education is introducing folk music. According to the Harvard
Dictionary of Music, folk music can be defined as traditional music, which is different
from the classical music of a country, and urban popular or commercial music. 5 Philip
Bohlman, an American ethnomusicologist, explained in his book The Study of Folk Music
in the Modern World that the study of folk music helps us understand the diversity of
aesthetic and cultural meanings. 6 Thus, as an essential element of cultivating cultural
awareness, folk music can help develop one’s music appreciation and establish one’s
cultural identity through music learning.
In addition to cultural awareness, the idea of developing comprehensive
musicianship has also been a focus within the field of music education in the past few
decades. The philosophy of comprehensive musicianship was developed in the late 1990s
to provide a cohesive connection between all aspects of music learning, such as music
theory, history, and aural skills.7 In regard to the piano field, piano educators attach great
importance to the value of comprehensive musicianship in piano learning as well.
Numerous studies have integrated comprehensive musicianship into the piano repertoire,
group piano class, and piano method books. For instance, Barbara Brown’s dissertation

Terese M. Volk, “The History and Development of Multicultural Music
Education as Evidenced in the Music Educators Journal, 1967-1992,” Journal of
Research in Music Education 41, no. 2 (July 1993): 137-55.
5 Harvard Dictionary of Music, s.v.“Folk Music,” accessed October 3, 2020,
https://search-credoreferencecom.pallas2.tcl.sc.edu/content/title/harvdictmusic?tab=entries.
6 Philip Bohlman, The Study of Folk Music in the Modern World (Bloomington
and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1988), xviii.
7 Kumberley Sundell, “Comprehensive Musicianship and Beginner Piano Method
Books: A Content Analysis,” (MM thesis, University of Ottawa, Ottawa, 2012), ProQuest
Dissertations & Theses Global.
4
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promotes the comprehensive musicianship of non-piano majors through a selection of
piano repertoire.8 Kimberley Sundell’s research provided a content analysis of twelve
piano method series that contain the core elements of comprehensive musicianship. 9 This
asserts that music educators in the field are more aware and informed of the value of
comprehensive musicianship as a result of the increment of related music works.
Henglu Yao (b.1951) is a Chinese composer and educator, who often advocates
the importance of cultural awareness and comprehensive musicianship in music
education through his works. One of his most recent compositions, Microkosmos from
Chinese Nationalities (2017) presents both ideas. This collection contains 24 piano solo
pieces that adopts the musical themes of Chinese folk songs. In the introduction of
Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities, Yao mentions his idea of promoting Chinese
culture:
For a long time, the piano training for children in China often focuses on western
classical music works, while ignoring the cultivation of oriental musical language
for Chinese. . . . The pieces are trying to get children gradually understand and be
familiar with the sources of musical theories while playing & [sic] listening to the
musical works composed in Chinese traditional & original music. 10
Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities is well designed and crafted with bilingual
notes (Chinese and English) and two musical notations (Chinese and Western). The

Barbara Brown, “The Organization and Analysis of Selected Repertoire for the
Teaching of Comprehensive Musicianship to Non-piano Majors through Group Piano
Instruction” (Educat.D diss., Columbia University, 1983), ProQuest Dissertations &
Theses Global.
9 Kumberley Sundell, “Comprehensive Musicianship and Beginner Piano Method
Books: A Content Analysis,” (MM thesis, University of Ottawa, Ottawa, 2012), ProQuest
Dissertations & Theses Global.
10 Henglu Yao, introduction to Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities
(Shanghai: Shanghai Conservatory of Music Press, 2017).
8
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bilingual notes detail the musical character and compositional idea of each piece and
introduce the background and basic knowledge of Chinese folk songs, which allows
piano learners to study Chinese folk songs and have multicultural experiences in their
piano learning. In addition, the set concludes with a CD recording of the 24 pieces which
were performed by seven Chinese pianists who are professors and students of the China
Conservatory of Music. The recording provides an ideal reference for pianists since this
set includes many challenges in music shaping and voicing. Moreover, pianists who may
not be familiar with Chinese folk songs can have a better understanding of the style
through the recording. Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities indicates a unique
musical language, presenting the idea of both musical and cultural education. Therefore,
Yao’s Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities is an ideal choice of cross-cultural
repertoire for piano teachers and students and enables musicians to enrich their repertoire
selections.
Through the Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities, Yao also encouraged for
the idea of comprehensive musicianship within music learning. For most of the pieces in
the set, Yao maintained the original melody of each folk song and enriched it by
incorporating different compositional and performance techniques. Through that, students
can experience various kinds of folk songs while developing their music theory
knowledge and technical skill. As can be seen, Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities
benefits musicians culturally and pedagogically. In order to have a deeper understanding
of Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities and to provide a pedagogical reference, each
of the pieces from the set are studied and analyzed from a pedagogical perspective.

4

Justification of Yao’s Prominence
As a dedicated Chinese music educator and composer, Yao has contributed to
Chinese music education in various ways. Yao has composed numerous musical works,
published academic articles and books, presented lectures at workshops and universities
in different countries, and guided the next generation of musicians at the Central
Conservatory of Music. Furthermore, Yao has constantly focused on the idea of cultural
awareness, independent learning and comprehensive learning in music education.
Yao’s compositions involve various genres, such as chamber music, piano solo
works, symphonies, choir music, chamber music for Chinese instruments, and art song.
Many of Yao’s compositions are published by predominant Chinese music publishers,
which include People’s Music Publishing House, Central Conservatory of Music Press,
and Shanghai Conservatory of Music Press. Among them, People’s Music Publishing
House is the only national-level music publisher in China. In addition, Yao has written
numerous books about compositional techniques and analysis. Many of them are
necessary teaching materials for Chinese general music colleges, such as Essential
Training for Composition, Searching for Appearance in Musical Ocean: The Selected
Academic Theses by Yao Heng-lu. Moreover, Yao is an active member of several noted
compositional organizations, including the Society for the Promotion of New Music
(SPNM) and the National Association of Composers/USA (NACUSA). Yao was also
frequently invited as a visiting scholar by universities and music festivals around the
world, which include Shenyang Music Conservatory, The Chinese University of Hong
Kong, and the University of Southampton (England).

5

As a Chinese composer, Yao is greatly concerned with the status of music
education in China. In 1995, he started to teach composition at the Central Conservatory
of Music, a prestigious, preeminent music conservatory in China. Since then, Yao began
to research music education, especially on improving the quality of Chinese music
education. He asserts that “music education should move towards the goal of cultivating
student’s music artistic ability and overall cultural literacy.” 11 Yao has published
numerous articles on Chinese predominant journals, including the Journal of the Central
Conservatory of China and Journal of Shanxi Datong University. These articles provide
valuable suggestions for Chinese music education, and notated articles include “The
Integration Concept of the Education Reform in Music Academies” and “The Artistic
Taste of Music Works is Determined by the Environment: And the Key Role of
Composition in Music Development.” As well, Yao promotes educational ideas through
his musical works as well. Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities presents these idea
clearly and it intends to provide a cultural realization and well-rounded learning within
piano study. Yao hopes that through this work, musicians can benefit culturally and
educationally, and that traditional Chinese music can be promoted and appreciated. He
explains:
The process of studying piano should be as a way to comprehend national culture,
to understand composing skills, and to know how to analyze & [sic] perform a
new piece and distinguish the artistic experience led by performing treatments of
distinct musical styles — these are my synthetic aims to compose such a volume
of piano pieces.12
Henglu Yao (姚恒璐), “The Integration Concept of the Education Reform in
Music Academies,” Journal of Shanxi Datong University (Social Science) 23, no. 2
(April 2009): 105-107, http://en.cnki.com.cn/Article_en/CJFDTotalDTZJ200902034.htm.
12 Henglu Yao, introduction to Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities
(Shanghai: Shanghai Conservatory of Music Press, 2017).
11
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Need for the Study
As a renowned Chinese composer, Yao presents a wide variety of genres in his
compositions. Although many of Yao’s compositions have been examined and
researched by music scholars, Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities is rarely
mentioned and studied. Currently, there is only one article on Microkosmos from Chinese
Nationalities, namely Fayong Liang’s “Analysis and Review of Microkosmos from
Chinese Nationalities,”13 which focused on the aspect of compositional technique of the
set. Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities presents great values to the fields of piano
pedagogy and music education from both pedagogical and cultural perspectives.
Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities is an ideal repertoire which can provide
musicians with opportunities to experience different musical styles in their music
learning and deepen cultural knowledge. It benefits Chinese pianists to have a deeper
understanding of their own music and provides more possibilities in choosing Chinese
piano repertoire. Moreover, this set not only allows pianists to acquire different technical
and performance skills, but also allows pianists to learn various Western compositional
techniques and theoretical analysis. Therefore, this study provides a crucial pedagogical
analysis, which can provide pianists with more possibilities to understand, learn, and
teach this set.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to provide an understanding of the use of
Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities for both piano teachers and students. The study

Fayong Liang (梁发勇), “Analysis and Review of Microkosmos from Chinese
Nationalities,” Piano Artistry 5 (May 2019): 42–47.
13

7

presents basic information on character, style, form, tempo, and compositional traits. A
detailed pedagogical analysis is also to be conducted, including technical skills, musical
abilities, performance and practice suggestions. It is hoped that through this study,
pianists can obtain a new and distinctive repertoire that is suited for intermediate to early
advanced students and build a solid foundation for a student’s future piano study. The
research questions for this study are as follows:
1. What music and educational experiences have influenced Henglu Yao,
enabling him to compose this set and to create it in a specific folksong
setting?
2. What is the compositional style of Yao’s Microkosmos from Chinese
Nationalities? What are the compositional tools and techniques used by the
composer in Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities?
3. What technical skills (wide leaps, changes of melodic direction, complicated
rhythmic pattern, big ranges of the register) and musical knowledge
(understanding of music theory and analytical ability) are explored?
4. What is the difficulty level of each piece and the set as a whole (according to
the tempo, length, from, reading, technical skill, and artistry)? How does this
set help students develop technical and artistic skills?
5. How can pianists use this collection in terms of teaching and performing?
6. How does this collection benefit musicians culturally?
Limitations
This study includes a detailed and comprehensive analysis of all twenty-four
pieces from Henglu Yao’s Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities. The analysis of each
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piece focuses on the basic information and characteristics of folksong, the compositional
trait, technical and musical challenge, leveling of difficulty, and study suggestions. In
order to have a more thorough understanding of Microkosmos from Chinese
Nationalities, biographical research is necessary. The biographical research is limited to
the basic background of Yao’s educational experience and his musical and educational
ideas.
Methodology
This study aims to provide an in-depth analysis of Microkosmos from Chinese
Nationalities. Explicate its pedagogical significance, each of the twenty-four pieces are
examined from the perspective of pedagogy. Furthermore, in order to obtain a
comprehensive and thorough understanding of Henglu Yao’s thoughts and ideas on
Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities, an interview with the composer was conducted.
Among the components that are analyzed are the basic information (tempo, time
signature, form, level, and characteristic), musical and technical elements, practice guide,
and theoretical components. Each of the twenty-four pieces are categorized based on the
compositional and performance technique using the method established by Fayong
Liang.14 The information is unified through tables so that readers can read concisely and
clearly. Jane Magrath’s The Pianist’s Guide to Standard Teaching and Performance
Literature15 is used as a reference source for grading the level of difficulty of twenty-four
pieces from Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities.

Fayong Liang (梁发勇), “Analysis and Review of Microkosmos from Chinese
Nationalities,” Piano Artistry 5 (May 2019): 42–47.
15 Jane Magrath, The Pianist’s Guide to Standard Teaching and Performance
Literature (Van Nuys, CA: Alfred Publishing, 1995).
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The procedure as detailed below was followed for conducting one interview with
the composer Henglu Yao. The researcher sent a formal invitation email and obtained the
permission directly from the composer to conduct one recorded interview. The interview
was conducted via a mutually agreed upon teleconferencing application and recorded to
facilitate the formation of transcripts. The interview was conducted in Chinese and
recorded, and a transcript was generated in Chinese and translated into English. After this
first interview, revisions were made based on Yao’s comments, including the grouping of
the twenty-four pieces and a re-analysis of the key signature. This transcript and its
translation were sent to the composer for review and approval (see Appendix A for the
complete interview).
Related Literature
The related literature and studies of this topic can be divided into four categories:
articles on Yao’s piano compositions, dissertations on the pedagogical and stylistic
analysis of piano music by other composers, articles related to Henglu Yao’s educational
philosophy, and articles on Chinese piano education.
Analyses of Yao’s Piano Music
Most of the related studies on Yao’s piano music are written in Chinese and focus
on his compositional technique and music theory analysis. Fayong Liang’s “Analysis and
Review of Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities”16 is the only research that
specifically focused on Yao’s Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities. Liang’s study
provids the analysis of Yao’s various compositional and performance techniques, where

Fayong Liang (梁发勇), “Analysis and Review of Microkosmos from Chinese
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some of the pieces are categorized according to the different techniques. Liang’s method
of categorization is used as reference material for this paper. Another study by the same
author, “The Fusion of Traditionalism, Nationalism, and Modernism – The Diversities of
Yao Henglu’s Five Preludes and Fugues for Piano” 17 is a comprehensive study of Yao’s
Five Preludes and Fugues for Piano. In this study, Liang explained how the composer
combines traditionalism, nationalism, and modernism from the perspective of Yao’s
compositional technique and musical style. Ling Ding’s “Modern Interpretation of
National Style: On Features of Pitch Organization in Yao Henglu's Piano Suite Five
Beijing Nursery Rhymes”18 examines Yao’s compositional skills from the aspects of
tonality and harmony. Some of these compositional skills are also applied in
Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities, such as the combination of non-functional
harmony and mode, use of imitative counterpoint, and use of parallel harmony.
Analytical Dissertations
This section includes related analytical research on the various genres and styles
in piano music composed by other composers. The structure of study and analysis
methods of these dissertations serve as helpful reference material. Nathan MacAvoy’s
dissertation19 provides a comprehensive analysis of Dvořák’s Poetic Tone Pictures from

Fayong Liang (梁发勇), “The Fusion of Traditionalism, Nationalism, and
Modernism – The Diversities of Yao Henglu’s Five Prelude and Fugue for Piano,”
Journal of Xinghai Conservatory of Music 4 (December 2007): 47-52.
18 Ling Ding (丁玲), “Modern Interpretation of National Style: On Features of
Pitch Organization in Yao Henglu’s Piano Suite Five Beijing Nursery Rhymes,” Renmin
Yinyue/People’s Music 6 (January 2014): 32–34,
https://login.pallas2.tcl.sc.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=tr
ue&db=rih&AN=A873979&site=ehost-live.
19 Nathan MacAvoy, “A Pedagogical Analysis of Dvořák’s Poetic Tone Pictures,
Op. 85” (DMA treatise, University of South Carolina, Columbia, 2020), ProQuest
Dissertation & Theses Global.
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a pedagogical perspective, such as structure, characteristic, technical and artistry
components, leveling, pedagogical value. MacAvoy incorporated easily comprehendible
tables to present data collections, which provides a model for this study. Nancy Mei Ling
Tye’s dissertation20 categorizes Robert Starer works by three levels according to tempo,
technical and musical challenges, form. Tye also provided practice and performance
suggestions for each work, which can be used as a reference. The last chapter of Kelly
Freije’s study21 provides a suggested order of study for Prokofiev’s Musiques d’Enfants,
which broadens the research ideas of this study, especially for future study. The Guia
Prático, Álbuns Para Piano by Heitor Villa-Lobos: A List of Piano Pieces by Level of
Difficulty with Stylistic Annotations 22 by Verena Benchimol Abufaiad supplements this
study from the aspect of cross-cultural and folksong in the field of music education.
Abufaiad mentioned that Villa-Lobos had increasing concerns about the lack of a solid
music education program and music curriculum in Brazil. 23
Educational Philosophy of Henglu Yao
As an active member in the field of Chinese music education, Yao believes that
music education is closely associated with cultivating cultural awareness. He also points
out that the ideal goal of music education is to develop the student’s comprehensive

Nancy Mei Ling Tye, “Selected Intermediate-Level Solo Piano Music of Robert
Starer: A Pedagogical and Performance Analysis” (DMA treatise., University of
Oklahoma, Norman, 1995), ProQuest Dissertation & Theses Global.
21 Kelly M. Freije, “Pedagogical Analysis of Prokofiev’s ‘Musiques D’Enfants’,
Opus 65” (DA diss., Ball State University, Muncie, 2011), ProQuest Dissertation &
Theses Global.
22 Verena Benchimol Abufaiad, “The Guia Prático, Álbuns Para Piano by Heitor
Villa-Lobos: A list of Piano Pieces by Level of Difficulty with Stylistic Annotations”
(DMA treatise, University of South Carolina, Columbia, 2019, ProQuest Dissertations &
Theses Global.
23 Ibid.
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music ability. Through his compositional works, Yao infuses his educational philosophies
by combining cultural elements with various musical styles, music theory, and
compositional techniques.
In this section, two related articles by Yao are presented. In the article “The
Integration Concept of the Educational Reform in Music Academies,” Yao elaborated on
the deficiencies of Chinese music education, which include singular teaching content,
limited selection of repertoire, and a large proportion of informational teaching.24 He also
put forward constructive suggestions for future improvements. Another of Yao’s articles,
“The Artistic Taste of Music Works is Determined by the Environment: And the Key
Role of Composition in Music Development”25 indicates the significance of traditional
culture in music education, which is consistent with the intentions of composing
Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities.
Historical Overview of Chinese Piano Education
This section includes other related articles by Chinese authors that provided
historical contexts to Yao’s educational philosophy and the purpose behind Microkosmos
from Chinese Nationalities. Ruo Sheng Wang’s research 26 contains an analysis of five

Henglu Yao (姚恒璐), “The Integration Concept of the Education Reform in
Music Academies,” Journal of Shanxi Datong University (Social Science) 23, no. 2
(April 2009): 105-107. http://en.cnki.com.cn/Article_en/CJFDTotalDTZJ200902034.htm.
25 Henglu Yao (姚恒璐), “The Artistic Taste of Music Works is Determined by
the Environment: And the Key Role of Composition in Music Development,” Zhongguo
Yinyuexue/Musicology in China 4 (January 2016): 101–7.
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piano works by Chinese composers Luting He, Wei Qu, Shande Ding, and Yinghai Li.
Wang’s study introduced the development and provided the historical background of
Chinese piano music. Wang also concluded that there is an inadequate amount of Chinese
piano music and suggested Chinese musicians to compose more Chinese music works,
which firmly supports Yao’s idea. Xiaona Wu and Yong Chen’s “Mother Tongue
Permeation in Chinese Piano Music Instruction: Reflections on the ‘Chinese Piano
School”27 provided a more concise background and the status quo of Chinese piano
education. The article also further discussed the importance of mother tongue permeation
in Chinese piano education and indicated that Chinese musicians desire more Chinese
piano repertoire and method books. As documented in these resources, other Chinese
music educators have widely discussed the importance of cultural awareness and
acknowledged the need for additional Chinese piano repertoire.
Outline of the Study
The final treatise contains four chapters, a bibliography, and appendices. Chapter
one introduces the topic and provide the justification of Yao’s prominence, limitations,
need and purpose of the study, literature review, and the methods used for this research.
Chapter two includes a biographical sketch of Yao, an overview of Yao’s piano works,
and the background, music style, and compositional technique of Microkosmos from
Chinese Nationalities. Chapter three includes the pedagogical analysis of Henglu Yao’s

Xiaona Wu (吴晓娜) and Yong Chen (陈永), “Mother Tongue Permeation in
Chinese Piano Music Instruction: Reflections on the ‘Chinese piano school’,”
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Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities. Chapter four consists of conclusions and the
recommendations for future study. The appendix includes recital programs, interview
transcriptions (Chinese and English), and the list of Yao’s piano works.
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CHAPTER 2
YAO’S BIOGRAPHY AND OVERVIEW OF MICROKOSMOS FROM
CHINESE NATIONALITIES
Henglu Yao is an active Chinese composer and music educator who often
promotes the importance of cultural awareness and comprehensive musicianship through
his works. Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities is one of Yao’s most recent piano
works, which includes Chinese folk song elements with a wide variety of compositional
techniques and musical characters. In addition, this collection reflects the educational
purpose of music and culture. In order to have a comprehensive and more in-depth
understanding of Yao and Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities, it is necessary to
provide a detailed overview of Yao and this collection. Furthermore, to have a better
understanding of this collection, a knowledge of Chinese notation and mode is essential.
This chapter includes a biographical sketch of Yao, a summary of his piano works, and
the music style and compositional technique of Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities.
In addition, definitions of Chinese musical notation and modes are included to elucidate
the compositional techniques.
Biographical Sketch of Henglu Yao
Henglu Yao (b.1951) was born in a musical family in Beijing, which provided
him with an ideal music learning environment. At that time, the People’s Republic of
China had just been established, and its economy was underdeveloped. Therefore, a
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music major was rare in China, and only a few people had the chance to learn Western
instruments. In 1949, Yao’s parents graduated from the Beijing Normal University’s
music department, the only university in Beijing that offered a music major.28 His
musical family provided special opportunities for Yao, which was very precious to him.
In his article “My Music Educational Experiences in Youth,” Yao mentioned that his
earliest music memories include watching his parents teaching piano lessons, taking him
to choir and ballet concerts, and singing game songs with friends. 29
Yao started to learn piano at age nine and was admitted to the primary school
affiliated with the Central Conservatory of Music (CCOM) a year later, and he began
regular and comprehensive music training. The primary school curriculums affiliated
with the CCOM included piano lessons, music theory, ear-training, sight-reading, and the
practice of hand-writing music scores. Yao also was admitted to the Beijing Children’s
Palace Friendship Chorus and performed various choir works. Yao believes that the choir
experience was valuable and had multiple benefits, especially for his future study of
polyphonic compositional techniques. Yao appreciates his childhood musical experiences
deeply. He has said that “These music experiences accumulated a lot of perceptual
experiences for me, and also made me become interested in and love music.” 30
The Cultural Revolution began as Yao entered junior high school. At the end of
1968, the “Down to the Countryside Movement” order began. This order required the
educated urban youth to work in the countryside. Because of this order, Yao did not have

Henglu Yao (姚恒璐), “My Educational Experiences in Youth,” Music Life 6
(June 2020): 4-10.
29 Ibid.
30 Ibid.
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the chance to study at school and play the piano until 1973. Despite the difficult situation
and living environment, Yao tried his best to keep learning music. He mentioned this
experience in one of his interview articles, “When I was in the countryside, I had to work
as a farmer for at least ten hours a day. Therefore, I tried to enjoy life during that difficult
period. I started to organize music bands with local farmers. The farmers played Erhu and
Chinese bamboo flute, and I played the accordion. I learned a lot about the Chinese folk
song from these experiences.”31 Because of the countryside experience, Yao became
interested in Chinese folk songs. Yao realized that Chinese folk songs are very different
from the music he had previously known, and he started thinking about its rationale,
which laid the foundation for his study of Chinese folk songs in the future.
In addition to learning Chinese folk songs, Yao also learned music theory and
basic compositional techniques from his father. During a winter break in 1971, Yao
returned to Beijing and began to compose single melodies. Yao’s father taught him basic
compositional subjects and helped him modify compositions. Due to the harsh living
environment in the countryside, Yao suffered from malnutrition and stomach disorders in
1972, which gave him a chance to return to Beijing for treatment. During his
hospitalization, Yao’s father organized a study plan for him, which included tonality,
harmony, and contrapuntal. Although Yao did not receive a formal education during
these five years between 1968 to 1973, these memorable experiences provided a solid
foundation for his study of composition and Chinese folk song.
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In 1973, Yao was admitted to the Shanxi University as a music major and began
his three-year undergraduate study. Due to the Cultural Revolution, universities lacked
sufficient numbers of faculty and learning materials. According to Yao, he did not gain
much knowledge from his professors during undergraduate study.32 Nonetheless, Yao
accumulated valuable practice experiences during this period, which helped him to gain a
deeper understanding of the composition field. In the second year of undergraduate study,
Yao was assigned to teach piano, accordion, and harmony. While teaching the harmony
class, Yao created an effective lesson plan by integrating similar contents and concepts.
The purpose of this was to shorten the time to learn theoretical concepts, provide more
practical experiences for students, and help students learn how to combine theoretical
concepts with practice.33 In addition to teaching classes, Yao also composed various
pieces, including piano accompaniments for vocals or violin, choral works and songs
with Shanxi folk song elements, and small ensemble works for Chinese Opera.
Yao began to work at the Shanxi Bureau of Culture after he finished his
undergraduate degree in 1976. Although his job was stable and related to music, Yao
hoped to continue training in composition and to pursue a master’s degree in China.
However, during that period, graduate studies needed to be approved by the Shanxi
Bureau of Culture. Although Yao applied to graduate school for ten years, the work unit
did not approve Yao for various reasons. Therefore, Yao decided to go abroad for
graduate studies so that the work unit’s approval would not limit him.
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In 1989, Yao studied at the University of Leeds in England for a master’s degree
in composition. He continued his study and became the first Ph.D. student in the
composition program at the University of Leeds in 1994. According to Yao, he deeply
admired the British scholars’ academic spirit. They concentrated on combining theory
and practice and strove for the highest quality in their composition.34 Moreover, through
classes and seminars, Yao explored various musical styles, learned about modern music
analysis methods, and established a multi-dimensional way of thinking. Yao composed
various works when he was studying in the UK. The most representative composition, the
Symphony No. 1 (Shenghua), is Yao’s Ph.D. capstone. Compared with Yao’s other
works, Symphony No.1 (Shenghua) not restricted by the traditional harmony and
structure limitations and reflects his view of his life experiences. In addition, it is worth
mentioning that Yao also prepared piano students for the Associated Board of the Royal
Schools of Music (ABRSM) exams during his graduate studies. The ABRSM exam
system inspired Yao’s awareness of comprehensive musicianship, which became one of
his major educational philosophies.
Yao returned to China in 1995 and began to teach at the Central Conservatory of
Music until 2017. The subjects he taught mainly focused on the analysis and research of
modern music, which was relatively rare in China. Yao established his unique academic
insights through his teaching experiences, including research on compositional
techniques and Chinese music education development. Since 2001, Yao’s books have
been published by Chinese predominant publishers, including Central Conservatory of
Music Press, ShangHai Conservatory of Music Press, and Higher Education Press. The
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books are mainly focused on compositional technique, and include The Analysis of 20th
Century Compositional Techniques (2001), The Tutorial of a Modern Music Analysis
Method (2003), Essential Training for Composition (2010), and Essential Training for
Composition, Searching for Appearance in Musical Ocean: The Selected Academic
Theses by Yao Heng-lu (2013). Moreover, many of Yao’s articles provide suggestions for
Chinese music education, including “The Integration Concept of the Education Reform in
Music Academies” and “The Artistic Taste of Music Works is Determined by the
Environment: And the Key Role of Composition in Music Development.”
Other than academic articles and books, Yao has composed nearly 120
compositions from 1998 to 2019, including chamber music, piano solos, symphonies,
choral works, art songs, and concerti. These compositions involve various musical genres
and present Yao’s unique and mature compositional style. Representative compositions
include Quaint Charm, for (Xun)Xiao and Zheng (1999), Celebration Overture (2002),
Oriental Charm (2002), and Symphony No. 2 (2018).
It can be seen that Yao’s personal experiences had a strong influence on his
educational ideas and compositions. Yao said:
Without the tortuous experiences, I would not have the motivation to compose.
Without the various musical practices, theoretical knowledge cannot be
sublimated. Summarizing my experiences over the years, I realized that the result
of education should be to cultivate independent thinkers. The purpose of music
education is to cultivate independent aesthetic ability, understand the beauty of
music, and be able to interpret music works from various angles. 35
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Even though Yao’s educational and musical experiences were challenging, he continues
to profoundly appreciate these experiences, and his dedication and passion for music is
admirable.
Yao’s Piano Works
Piano works are an essential part of Yao’s compositions. Many of Yao’s piano
works are related to Chinese folk songs and show a musical style combining Chinese and
Western music. The list of Yao’s piano works indicates that he has composed 32 piano
works between 1977 to 2016.36 Subsequently, Yao divided his piano works into three
groups and indicated the difficulty level of each piece.37
Group one features piano solos and suites. This group shows a wide variety of
styles, including prelude and fugue, ballade, variation, contrapuntal in Chinese music
style, and post-tonal. According to Yao, the difficulty level of the first group ranges from
intermediate to advanced. 38 Group two includes music for piano duo and piano fourhands, all containing Chinese elements. For instance, Double Chimes (2004), which was
composed for a music festival in the Netherlands, presents the percussive characteristics
of the oldest Chinese chime instrument. Along with the difficulty level of the first group,
the second group also ranges from intermediate to advanced. 39 Group three was
composed for children and adolescent students, reflecting Yao’s educational purpose.
This group includes piano solo, piano four-hands and piano six-hands for children, and
piano suite. Through study of these pieces, pianists are able to learn various styles,
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techniques, and Chinese folk songs. Representative piano works in this group include
Three Piano Pieces for Fughetta (1983), The Collection of Children Like Innocence
(1986), Sprout, Five Four-hands Piano Pieces for Children (2014), and Microkosmos
from Chinese Nationalities (2017). According to Yao, the difficulty level is from
beginner to late intermediate. 40
Yao’s current piano works include Contrapuntal Art I (2020) and Contrapuntal
Art II (2020).41 Both of these two piano collections contain 12 pieces but in a different
style. Yao uses traditional harmony in Contrapuntal Art I, and Contrapuntal Art II is in
contemporary polyphonic style. In addition, Yao is currently working on a set of piano
preludes in a post-tonal style.42
Yao’s piano works present a wide variety of styles, characteristics, and difficulty.
It is hoped that through this section, pianists will discover more piano repertoire with
both musical and cultural benefits.
Overview of Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities
Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities was composed by Yao in 2016 and
published in 2017 by the Shanghai Conservatory of Music Press. This collection contains
twenty-four piano solos, and each piece adopts a Chinese folk song theme and features a
main compositional trait. A CD recording of the twenty-four pieces is included with the
book, performed by seven Chinese pianists who are professors and students of the China
Conservatory of Music. Furthermore, it provides bilingual performance notes of each

40

Ibid.
Henglu Yao, interview by author via teleconferencing, Jan 26, 2020.
42 Ibid.
41

23

piece, including information of the original folk song and explanations of the
compositional trait.
There are similarities and differences between Microkosmos from Chinese
Nationalities and Béla Bartók’s Mikrokosmos.43 The name of this set alludes to
Mikrokosmos by Bartók, a six-volume collection that includes 153 progressive piano
pieces written for didactic purposes. The six volumes are arranged by technical and
musical difficulty, and each volume includes primary technical and musical
considerations. Yao states in the interview, “In this set, I borrowed the educational
purposes of Bartók’s Mikrokosmos and the idea that each piece corresponds to a specific
compositional and performance technique.”44 Bartók’s pieces feature folk song elements
in Mikrokosmos, yet like Yao does. Pieces feature folk song elements in Mikrokosmos
include “New Hungarian Folk song,” “Variation on a Folk Tune,” and “Six Dances in
Bulgarian Rhythm.” Unlike the progressive pieces of Mikrokosmos from elementary to
early advanced, the level of the 24 pieces of Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities
ranges from late intermediate to early advanced. Furthermore, Microkosmos from
Chinese Nationalities includes unique characteristics reflected by the Chinese national
elements and the integrating Chinese and Western music styles.
According to Yao, the initial inspiration for composing Microkosmos from
Chinese Nationalities is to promote the Chinese rhymes and folk songs in the book
Selected Chinese Rhymes and Folk Songs.45 Selected Chinese Rhymes and Folk Songs is
compiled by Zhenjing He, a professor at the Central Conservatory of Music, and
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containing 209 Chinese rhymes and folk songs relatively unknown in China. Yao
comments, “These songs feature vivid and distinct characteristics, tunes, and lyrics. In
order to promote these rhymes and folk songs, I think it is a good idea to piano music
based on these folk songs since there is a large number of children learning piano in
China.”46
To clearly illustrate the compositional trait, Yao provides a detailed explanation in
the performance notes. In addition, each piece’s main compositional trait relates to the
original folk’s character and imagery. For instance, No. 10 “Sculling” depicts the
movement of paddling in the water through a chromatic stepwise progression. Yao said,
“I intentionally chose these songs with a haunting melody and unique characteristics
which can be extended to different compositional techniques. In this way, it can bring fun
to the learning process and help students understand the compositional techniques.” 47
Cultural awareness and comprehensive musicianship are two essential educational
purposes behind the Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities. Through his years of
music learning and teaching experiences, Yao realized that training for Chinese children
mostly focuses on Western music works and lacked Chinese national musical identity.
The 24 Chinese folk songs in the Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities are from
different provinces and feature various characteristics. As shown in figure 2.1, Yao
provides the original Chinese numbered musical notation, the background, and basic
information about each folk song. Therefore, by learning this set, pianists can explore
both local customs and musical styles while deepening their understanding of Chinese
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culture. Yao hopes that Chinese students can establish interests in learning Chinese music
and enrich their cultural experiences through exposure to this music.48 Moreover, this
collection provides non-Chinese pianists with a multi-cultural experience, allowing them
to explore new piano works.

Figure 2.1. Chinese numbered musical notation and background of the folk song
Other than cultural awareness, Yao also presents the idea of comprehensive
musicianship through this set. With the melodic material of the folk song as a basis, Yao
enriches the folk song with different compositional skills. Most of the compositional
techniques are necessary for music learning and related to the knowledge of music
theory, such as intervals, counterpoint, polyrhythm, and bitonality harmony. Thus,
students can develop their music theory knowledge by analyzing and playing the piece.
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Moreover, students can also develop their technical skills and musical abilities through
this set. This set’s main technical skills include wide leaps, hand coordination,
complicated rhythm, and independence of the fingers. The major musical skills include
voicing, dissonant harmony, and overall cohesion of dynamics and tempo. In general,
Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities features various styles and characteristics and
offers a colorful musical experience for learners.
Compositional Techniques
The various compositional techniques and unique musical language bring
numerous possibilities and colors to the original folk song. Yao describes the musical
style of Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities as Chinese national modal harmony in a
contemporary style.49 In order to present the Chinese musical language and character of
the original folk song, instead of using Western functional harmony, Yao maintains each
folk song’s melody and Chinese music mode. For folk songs in which the range is not
suitable for the piano composition, Yao changes the key signature but not the mode.
While maintaining each folk song’s mode, pieces are enriched by incorporating
different contemporary compositional techniques. Each piece features one major
compositional technique in this collection, such as chromatic progressions, syncopation
rhythm, and canon. In addition to the major compositional trait, another common
compositional technique in this set is to vary the original melody in different ways,
including changing the tessitura, rhythm, and key signature. The change of tessitura is the
most prevalent compositional technique in this collection, and it appears in every piece.
This compositional technique expands the original folk song’s range and often creates a
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dialogue between different voices. Changes of rhythm are relatively conventional. He
usually maintains the original rhythm in the first statement, making rhythmic changes in
the following parts, avoiding complexity in order to make the melody easy to follow. In
this collection, most of the pieces stay in one key signature except No. 4 “A Funny
Song,” No. 5 “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs,” No. 8 “Happiness,” No. 11 “White Moon,”
and No. 20 “Seizing Pellet.” The change of key signature is based on the main
compositional technique and original folk song’s characteristics. For example, No. 4 “A
Funny Song” features bitonal technique, and No. 11 “White Moon” is in passacaglia
style.
Definitions of Chinese Numbered Musical Notation
The Chinese numbered musical notation is an important element of the
Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities. Through the Chinese numbered musical
notation, musicians are able to understand the connection between the original folk song
and piano piece. Therefore, a knowledge of the Chinese numbered musical notation is
essential for musicians seeking to learn this collection.
In the Chinese numbered musical notation system, the numbers 1 to 7 represent
the seven scale degrees in a diatonic major scale. 50 For example, number 1 represents C
in the C major scale (see fig 2.2). This musical notation system uses the movable do
system, and the number “1” decides the key signature. For instance, “1=G” means G
major, and number 1 represents G in the G major scale (see figure 2.2).
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Figure 2.2. C Major and G Major Scale in Chinese numbered musical notation
The rhythm is presented by using underlines, dashes, dots, and the number 0. The
number without an underline represents the quarter note, and each underline halves the
note length.51 One underline represents an 8th note, two underlines represent a 16th note,
and three underlines represent a 32nd note (see figure 2.3). The dash is used to extend the
note’s length, and each dash extends a quarter note length (see figure 2.3). This usage of
the dot is similar to the dotted note in Western notation. For example, a dot after the plain
number represents the dotted quarter rhythm (see figure 2.3). The number 0 represents
the musical rest, and it has similar rules that indicate note length. 52 A quarter rest is “0”, a
“0” with one underline means an 8th rest (see figure 2.3). However, there are no dashes
for the rest, and it adds length by repeating “0.” For instance, two “0s” mean a half rest.

Figure 2.3. Rhythm symbols in Chinese numbered musical notation
51
52

Ibid.
Ibid.
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Other notations in the Chinese numbered system are similar to the Western
notation, including the time signature, accidentals, and bar line. However, other symbols
are necessary to know in reading the Chinese numbered musical notation. A dot above or
below the number means it raises to one octave higher or makes one octave lower (see
figure 2.2). The number of dots equals the number of octaves raised or lowered, and the
dots are vertically formed. In the base of percussion instruments, the symbol “X”
represents rhythms without pitch in the Chinese numbered musical notation system.
Definitions of Chinese Modes
The use of the Chinese modes establishes a unique musical language for
Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities. In order for musicians to have a clear
understanding of the key signature of this collection, an explanation of Chinese modes is
necessary.
The Chinese music mode is based on the pentatonic scale and includes the sixtone scale and seven-tone scale. Gong (宫), Shang (商), Jue (角), Zhi (徵), and Yu (羽)
are the five primary tones in the pentatonic scale, and each tone can be considered as the
tonic of a scale. Therefore, five different types of pentatonic scale start with a different
tonic, and the mode is identified by the tone on which the music ends.53 The names of
these five pentatonic scales are the Gong Scale (see figure 2.4), Shang scale (see figure
2.5), Jue scale, Zhi scale, and Yu scale.

Lau W (2007). “Teaching Chinese Folk Songs with an Authentic Approach,”
Music Educators Journal 94, no. 2 (Nov 2007): 22-27.
https://login.pallas2.tcl.sc.edu/login?url=https://www-proquestcom.pallas2.tcl.sc.edu/scholarly-journals/teaching-chinese-folk-songs-withauthentic/docview/197198970/se-2?accountid=13965
53
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Based on the pentatonic scales, four changing (Bian) tones are added to build the
six-tone and seven-tone scales.54 The names of the four changing tones are Qingjue (清角
), Bianzhi (变徵), Biangong (变宫), and Run (闰). These four changing tones represent
different notes depending on the scale, which can be inferred by the interval relationship
with the other five primary tones. Qingjue (清角) is the minor second below Jue (角),
Bianzi (变徵) is the minor second below Zhi (徵), Biangong (变宫) is the minor second
below Gong (宫), and Run (闰) is the minor second above Yu (羽). For example, the four
changing tones represent F, F#, B, and B-flat in the C Gong scale. The six-tone and
seven-tone scales are built by the primary five notes and one or two changing (Bian)
tones (see figure 2.6). In addition, there are three types of seven-tone scale, Qingyue (清
乐) scale (added Qingjue and Biangong), Yayue (雅乐) scale (added Bianzhi and
Biangong, see figure 2.6), and Yanyue (燕乐) scale (added Qingjue and Run).

Figure 2.4. C Gong Scale

William Malm, Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Chinese Music,” accessed Mar 13,
2021, https://www.britannica.com/art/Chinese-music/Tonal-system-and-its-theoreticalrationalization
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Figure 2.5. D Shang Scale

Figure 2.6. Chinese Seven-Tone, C Gong Yayue Scale
The way to identify a piece’s key signature that is composed in the Chinese music
mode is to rely on the ending tone. As illustrated in figure 2.6, a piece is written in C
Gong Yayue scale, but its key signature may be different depending on the ending note.
For example, if the ending note is G, the key signature will be G Zhi Yayue.
Yao’s personal experiences present a positive spirit and enthusiasm for music and
life. Yao also advocates valuable educational suggestions and ideas for future generations
through his compositions and projects. Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities reflects
a unique musical style, presenting both musical and cultural educational ideas. It is hoped
that this chapter can lay the foundation for learning this set through the overview of Yao,
the Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities, and Chinese notation and modes. As part of
an in-depth study of this collection and provide a pedagogical reference, the following
chapter will present a detailed analysis and study of each piece from a musical and
pedagogical perspective.
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CHAPTER 3
A PEDAGOGICAL ANALYSIS OF MICROKOSMOS FROM
CHINESE NATIONALITIES
Introduction
Henglu Yao’s Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities contains a variety of
styles and idioms, a unique musical language, and different technical and musical
challenges. In order to have an in-depth study of the twenty-four pieces and provide
pianists with more opportunities to learn and teach this set, this chapter will provide a
theoretical and pedagogical analysis of the twenty-four pieces. According to
categorization established by Fayong Liang,55 the twenty -four pieces will be divided into
six groups for analysis. The six groups are identified by salient features: interval,
counterpoint, rhythm, style, Chinese instruments, and others. The analysis includes an
overview of the original folk song, description of the piece (time signature, form, key
signature, tempo, character, level, and major compositional trait), and technical and
musical considerations. In order to present the content clearly, the basic information is
unified through tables.
Group 1 (Interval)
Group one contains eight pieces, and the major compositional trait of each piece

Fayong Liang (梁发勇), “Analysis and Review of Microkosmos from Chinese
Nationalities,” Piano Artistry 5 (May 2019): 42–47.
55
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is related to one or a set of intervals. The eight pieces in this group are No. 1 “Nai-YoNai,” No. 2 “Looking after Melon,” No. 10 “Sculling,” No. 17 “Playing Hide-and-Seek,”
No. 18 “Flying Bamboo Leaves,” No. 20 “Seizing Pellet,” No. 22 “Counting Numbers,”
and No. 23 “Four Feet Snake.”
No. 1 “Nai-Yo-Nai”
“Nai-Yo-Nai” opens Yao’s Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities with an
atmosphere of joy and excitement. This piece begins with a short and energetic
introduction, which features sixteenth notes and accented parallel fifths with staccato. In
section A, the light eighth notes include the main melody, accompanied by sixteenth
notes and a crescendo, which gradually increases the excitement. Section B’s main
melody sounds less clear than section A since it is hidden in the continuous sixteenth
notes, which are mainly marked with slur and staccato, resulting in an active sound.
Finally, the accented parallel fifths return with a crescendo, leading to a climax. Table 3.1
provides a comprehensive overview of the piece.
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Table 3.1 No. 1 “Nai-Yo-Nai”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

The intervals of fifths

C Zhi

Tempo

Time Signature

Lively and
energetic
Level

Andante grazioso

2/4

Form

Technical Considerations

Early advanced
Magrath Level 8
Musical
Considerations

Binary Form
Intro (mm.1-7)
A (mm.8-21)
B (mm.22-34)
Coda (mm.35-38)

1. Parallel fifths in various
articulations
2. Rhythmic complexity
3. Change of hand position

Voicing through
different textures

The original folk song is from the Tujia nationality, and the title “Nai-Yo-Nai”
means “come here,” which reflects the Tujia nationality’s hospitality. The original folk
song is well-known in China and appears as teaching material in the music method book
in China’s primary school. One of the Tujia nationality folk song characteristics is its use
of the intervals of thirds and fifths. As depicted in figure 3.1, the original folk song
features a simple rhythmic pattern in the time signature of 2/4. The original folk song
only includes three notes F, A, and C, which are represented by numbers 1, 3, and 5.
Therefore, the original folk song is in F Gong pentatonic mode, and the key signature is F
Gong. In Yao’s composition “Nai-Yo-Nai,” he maintains the original folk song’s F Gong
mode but changes the key signature to C Zhi.

35

Figure 3.1. No. 1 “Nai-Yo-Nai,” the original folk song in Chinese music notation
The major compositional trait in “Nai-Yo-Nai” is the interval of a fifth, which
corresponds with the character of Tujia folk songs. Yao uses the interval of a fifth in the
introduction immediately. From measures 1 to 7, both hands’ part includes fifths in both
vertical and horizontal textures (see red notation in figure 3.2). In section A, the fifths
mainly appear in the right-hand part vertically, including perfect fifths and diminished
fifths. Yao presents the fifths horizontally in section B, and the main theme is skillfully
hidden in the first note of each melodic fifth. This treatment encourages students to
experience the harmony of the fifths in different patterns and have a better understanding
of this interval.

Figure 3.2. “Nai-yo-nai,” mm. 1-4
In “Nai-Yo-Nai,” Yao states the original folk song twice by changing tessitura
and rhythm. The first statement of the main melody is in section A from measures 8 to
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20. In this section, the main melody alternates between different ranges, with slight
rhythmic changes in measures 9 and 17. Yao changes the rhythm from quarter to
sixteenth notes, building a passage and moving the melody to another register (see figure
3.3, measure 9). Section B only includes half of the original folk song with a pattern that
consists of the melodic fifths and continuous sixteenth notes.

Figure 3.3. “Nai-yo-nai,” mm. 5-12
Nai-Yo-Nai” is suitable for the early advanced student, and it is level 8 repertoire
within the Magrath leveling system. Although the tempo Andante grazioso is not very
demanding, the complicated texture, rhythm, and articulation make it one of the most
challenging pieces in this set. The primary technical challenges include the parallel fifths,
rhythmic complexity, and constantly changing hand position. The major musical
challenge is voicing in different textures (see table 3.1).
The parallel fifth is challenging because it often occurs with various articulations.
In addition, the complicated rhythm increases this technical challenge. From measures 1
to 4, both hands involve fifths and play in different articulations simultaneously,
requiring solid hand coordination (see blue notation in figure 3.2). In measures 6 and 7,
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the parallel fifths in the right-hand part require precise finger control due to the accent
markings, diminuendo, and sixteenth notes (see red notation in figure 3.3, mm. 5-6).
These two measures also require fine rhythmic control due to the sixteenth rests and tied
notes. In this case, proper fingering can avoid wide stretching or changing hand position
in these two measures. In measures 10 and 11, pianists need to bring out the top line
through the parallel fifths by the right hand while the left-hand moves quickly between
different registers due to the sixteenth notes and downbeat rests (see red notation in figure
3.3, mm. 10 and 11). Moreover, articulations in both hands change between legato and
staccato frequently, increasing the difficulty of hand coordination. Section B’s rhythm is
less complicated, but it includes frequent hand position changes, requiring solid technical
control (see figure 3.4).

Figure 3.4. “Nai-yo-nai,” mm. 21-24
The change of the hand positions is another technical challenge in this piece,
which mainly occurs in section B. However, the wide leaps of the left hand in measures
10 and 11 also require careful attention (see blue notation in figure 3.3). Starting from
measure 22, the main theme is presented in continuous sixteenth notes and alternates
between two hands, which requires changing the hand position every beat (see red
notation in figure 3.4, mm. 22-24). Thus, maintaining the evenness of the sixteenth notes
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while accurately changing the hand position is the primary technical requirement of this
part.
Voicing is the foremost musical consideration in “Nai-Yo-Nai” due to the texture
changes and complicated rhythmic patterns. Section A is in three voices and the main
melody alternates between different voices. Each voice requires individual attention, and
the melodic line should be more transparent from other voices. In measures 8 to 16, a
smooth statement of the main melody in the top and bass voices is essential (see figure
3.3). Although the texture is less complicated in section B, the main melody is hidden in
the pattern of the sixteenth notes and alternates between hands frequently. Pianists will
need to have fine control of the melodic line and inflection of the sixteenth-note motive.
“Nai-Yo-Nai” is full of excitement and challenges. The parallel fifths and
sixteenth-note patterns require strong technical control to perform precisely. Hand
coordination is also a big challenge, especially in terms of rhythm and articulation.
Although this piece’s musical skill is less demanding, the complicated rhythm and texture
increase voicing difficulty. Generally, “Nai-Yo-Nai” is an ideal repertoire for students to
experience the intervals of fifths in different textures while developing additional
technical and musical skills.
No. 2 “Looking after Melon”
As the second piece in this collection, “Looking after Melon” in contrast to the
excitement of the previous piece, which portrays a childlike innocence. In the opening,
the main melody is apparent with slur and staccato, presenting a delightful style. After a
clear statement of the main melody, the piece becomes complicated as two hands play a
two-part invention. The two-part invention creates a dialogue between hands, which
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depicts a picture of children playing games with happiness. Section B includes dissonant
harmony and thick texture, obscuring the main melody less clear than section A. The last
three measures include a crescendo and continuous sixteenth notes, leading to a climax.
Table 3.2 provides an overview of “Looking after Melon.”
Table 3.2 No. 2 “Looking after Melon”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

The intervals of thirds and
sixths
Tempo

G Zhi

Light and joyful

Time Signature

Level

Andantino mosso

2/4 and 3/4

Form

Technical Considerations

Early advanced
Magrath Level 8
Musical Considerations

Binary Form
A (mm.1-22)
B (mm.23-34)

1. Play different
articulations
simultaneously
2. Rhythmic complexity
3. Change of hand
position and register

Voicing through the
dissonant harmony and
thick texture

The original folk song’s lyrics describe a watermelon’s progress of growth, which
is also used as a children’s game song. As illustrated in figure 3.5, the time signature of
the original folk song alternates between 2/4 and 3/4. Similar to “Nai-Yo-Nai,” this
original folk song only includes three notes A, C, and D, represented by numbers 3, 5,
and 6. Thus, the original folk song is in F Gong pentatonic scale, and the key signature is
C Zhi. In Yao’s composition “Looking after Melon,” the composer maintains the original
folk song’s Gong pentatonic scale but changes the tonic note from F to C. Therefore, this
piece is in C Gong pentatonic scale, and the key signature is G Zhi.
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Figure 3.5 No. 2 “Looking after Melon,” the original folk song in Chinese music
notation
The major compositional trait of this piece is the use of thirds and sixths.
According to the performance note, Yao uses the thirds and sixths to depict children’s
innocence and vitality.56 Yao presents these two intervals in the form of harmonic and
melodic intervals. For instance, the harmonic sixths are established between the top and
bass voices, while both hands execute a melodic third in measure 1 (see red and orange
notations in figure 3.6). From measures 7 to 12, the two-part invention includes more
harmonic sixths between different voices (see red arrow in figure 3.6). The thirds and
sixths are also presented in these two ways in section B. This piece gives students added
exposure to third and sixth intervals and the resulting harmony.

56

Henglu Yao, Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities (Shanghai: Shanghai
Conservatory of Music Press, 2017), 2.
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Figure 3.6. No. 2 “Looking after Melon,” mm. 1-8
In “Looking after Melon,” Yao varies the melody of the original folk song by
changing the tessitura and adding the melody’s motives to the main theme. The main
melody appears twice in this piece, and the first statement is in section A from measures
1 to 22. As illustrated in the red notation in figure 3.7, the main theme’s motives appear
in measures 14, 15, and 20 to 22. It can be seen that these measures contain the main
melody’s materials but with rhythmic changes. The second statement is in section B,
which features changing the main melody between tessituras (see red notation in figure.
3.8).
“Looking after Melon” is suitable for early advanced students, and it is level 8
repertoire within Magrath’s leveling system. Compared with “Nai-Yo-Nai,” this piece’s
rhythm and tempo are less intense, but the unusual rhythmic patterns and meter changes
contribute to the technical challenges. The major technical considerations in “Looking
after Melon” include different articulations, complicated rhythm, and hand position and
register changes. The foremost musical consideration is voicing within the dissonant
harmony and thick texture.
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Figure 3.7. No. 2 “Looking after Melon,” mm. 14-23

Figure 3.8. No. 2 “Looking after Melon,” mm. 24-27
“Looking after Melon” requires strong hand coordination because of the various
articulations and complicated rhythmic patterns. In the beginning, the interlaced rhythms
and different articulations played simultaneously show these two technical concerns
immediately. From measures 1 to 6, both hands execute different articulations, and the
right-hand part also needs to present the main melody in three different articulations, slur,

43

staccato, and accent (see figure 3.6). Although both hands play a single line initially, the
left hand slur and tied sixteenth notes require careful rhythmic control (see blue notation
in figure 3.6). Measures 14 to 22 require a higher level of hand coordination because of
the rhythm and the three-voice texture. The sixteenth notes make the rhythm more
intense, and this challenge is amplified by the time signature changes and different
articulations in the right-hand part (see figure 3.7). In addition to hand coordination,
appropriate timing control and finger independence are also necessary requirements for
successfully playing this part. Although section B is mainly in two-voice texture and the
rhythm is less intense, it still has technical considerations mentioned in section A,
although it is more technically challenging due to the hand position and register changes.
Change of hand position and register is another technical challenge in this piece,
which mainly occurs in the second half of the A section and the B section. From
measures 14 to 22, the middle voice is divided between two hands, causing wide leaps
and hand stretches (see gold notation in figure 3.7). This requires strong technical control
from the pianist. Section B has more register changes, and the left hand often needs to
change hand position by an octave (see figure 3.8, mm. 25-27). In this case, it is helpful
to decide the fingering in advance and build solid muscle memory.
Although the main theme is easy to follow through the music score due to the
obvious rhythmic pattern, it is challenging for pianists to maintain a consistent voicing
through dissonant harmony and thick textures. From measures 7 to 12, the main melody
is treated imitatively between the hands (see red arrow in figure 3.6). The unusual
harmony and polyphonic texture require pianists to consistently listen to the main theme
and present a clear dialogue between voices. Although the B section features a two-voice
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texture, the melodic line is alternating between top and bass lines frequently, requiring
the ability to reflect the musical motifs smoothly. Moreover, the changes of the time
signatures require pianists to maintain a pulse precisely without interrupting the melodic
line.
“Looking after Melon” is a demanding piece in both technical and musical
aspects. Pianists need to have fine rhythmic control and strong hand coordination. In
addition, the complicated middle voice and dissonant harmony require musical maturity.
Thus, careful technical and musical preparations are necessary for this piece. Generally,
“Looking after Melon” is an ideal repertoire for students to improve hand coordination
and voicing skills.
No. 10 “Sculling”
The next piece in group one is No. 10 “Sculling,” an enjoyable piece with
repetitive rhythmic patterns. At the beginning, the dotted eighth notes and parallel thirds
in a chromatic progression immediately establish an animated character. The middle part
features mezzo forte and accent markings, contributing to forward motion and excitement.
Later, while the dotted-eighth-note pattern continues, the range between two voices
gradually increases, and the dynamic builds to a forte. Toward the end, the dissonant
harmony and a dramatic crescendo accelerate the piece to its final destination. The
following table 3.3 includes the basic information of “Sculling,” providing a
comprehensive understanding of this piece.
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Table 3.3 No. 10 “Sculling”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

Chromatic progress in half
step
Tempo

D Zhi

Animated and motivated

Time Signature

Level

Con espress [sic.]

2/4

Form

Technical Considerations

Late intermediate
Magrath Level 6
Musical Considerations

Through-composed Form

1. Parallel intervals in
both hands
2. Small rhythm
subdivisions

Present appropriate
character of the piece

The original folk song is usually sung as the parents wave the child’s hand back
and forth to imitate sculling a boat. As depicted in figure 3.9, the original folk song
features a repetitive rhythmic pattern in the time signature of 2/4. Numbers 1, 3, and 5
represent notes C, E, and G. Therefore, the original folk is in C Gong pentatonic scale,
and the key signature is G Zhi. In Yao’s composition “Sculling,” he maintains the
original folk song’s Gong mode but changes the tonic note into G. Therefore, “Sculling”
is in G Gong mode, and the key signature is D Zhi.

Figure 3.9. No. 10 “Sculling,” the original folk song in Chinese music notation
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The chromatic stepwise progression is the main compositional trait in this piece.
According to Yao, the dotted eighth notes and chromatic progression depicts the
difficulty of moving in the water.57 The chromatic stepwise figure only applies to the
accompaniment, and the main theme is varied by changing between different tessituras.
For instance, the main theme is stated in the top voice from measures 1 to 8, and it
changes to the bass voice from measures 9 to 12. The stepwise progression figure
includes the ascending and descending thirds, fourths, and fifths, which brings a feeling
of unpredictable.58
“Sculling” is the easiest piece in Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities.
“Sculling” is in through-composed form and is suitable for late intermediate level
students. The short length, moderate tempo, and repetitive pattern make this piece
accessible. However, several technical and musical considerations in this piece require
careful attention. The main technical concerns include parallel intervals in both hands and
small rhythmic subdivisions. The primary musical concern is to properly express the
character of the piece.
“Sculling” includes parallel intervals with different articulations and small rhythm
subdivisions, requiring independent fingers and strong rhythmic control. From measures
1 to 8, the left hand executes the parallel thirds moving chromatically in the same
rhythmic pattern (see red notation in figure 3.10). Pianists need to have a strong sense of
pulsation to avoid rushing the sixteenth rests. The main melody is changed to the left
hand from measures 9 to 12, and the right hand plays the parallel fourths in sixteenth

57 Henglu

Yao, Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities (Shanghai: Shanghai
Conservatory of Music Press, 2017), 9.
58 Ibid.
47

notes with staccato (see red notation in figure 3.11, mm. 9-12). A solid and light tone
color can express the animated character successfully, calling for fine tonal control from
the pianist. Moreover, the chromatic stepwise motion produces many accidentals, which
increases the difficulty of accurately finding the hand position. From measures 13 to 23,
the sixteenth notes with a dotted eighth note pattern require pianists to present the rhythm
without rushing or delay (see orange notation in figure 3.11, mm. 13-15). As illustrated in
figure 3.12, the ending is technically demanding due to the continuous parallel intervals,
contrary motion between hands, and dramatic dynamic changes. Firm fingertips and solid
muscle memory can contribute to a powerful and impressive ending.

Figure 3.10. No. 10 “Sculling,” mm. 1-4

Figure 3.11. No. 10 “Sculling,” mm. 9-15
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Figure 3.12. No. 10 “Sculling,” mm. 25-27
The foremost musical challenge is to present an animated character by means of
the repeated rhythmic pattern in a steady tempo. Therefore, articulations and dynamics in
the piece are the main elements used to express the character. From measures 1 to 12, the
dynamic changes and the slur and staccato markings provide an excellent opportunity for
the pianist to show the vivid character. The ascending parallel intervals of the
accompaniment can easily crescendo, requiring an appropriate balance between the
accompaniment and the main melody, especially in the soft dynamic range. From
measures 17 to 24, the accent markings and forte can result in an aggressive sound and
disrupt the main melody, which can be avoided with mature musicianship. The last three
measures become more intense because of the dramatic dynamic changes (see figure
3.12), requiring adequate management of dynamic within a fast tempo. Moreover, the
three statements of the theme illustrate the gradual development, calling for an overall
cohesion of the thematic materials as well.
“Sculling” is level 6 repertoire within the Magrath leveling system. The parallel
intervals with various articulations require solid finger control skills, and the small
rhythm subdivisions call for rhythmic control. In order to present a vivid character of the
piece through the repetitive patterns and moderate tempo, students need to have
imagination and overall control of the piece.
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No. 17 “Playing Hide-and-Seek”
No. 17 “Playing Hide-and-Seek” is a short through-composed form that is playful
and has child-like humor. In the opening, the main theme is stated in a high register with
staccato, while the accompaniment is in a low register with slurs. The contrasts between
different registers and articulations add a sense of humor to the dialogue between the
hands and allow the listener to hear the main theme clearly. The middle part features
continuous sixteenth notes and staccato parallel seconds and sevenths, resulting in a
mysterious and active sound. Later, the parallel seconds and sevenths ascend with a
crescendo, which is the climax of the piece. Table 3.4 is a concise overview of “Playing
Hide-and-Seek.”
Table 3.4 No. 17 “Playing Hide-and-Seek”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

The intervals of seconds and
sevenths
Tempo

E-flat Zhi
Time Signature

Mysterious and
humorous
Level

Scherzoso

2/4

Form

Technical Considerations

Through-composed form

1. Parallel seconds and
sevenths
2. Two hands often play
different articulations
simultaneously

Late intermediate to early
advanced
Magrath Level 7
Musical Considerations
1. Textural balance
2. Pulsation
management

The original folk song’s lyrics describe the hide-and-seek game. As depicted in
figure 3.13, the original folk song features a simple rhythm in 2/4. Numbers 1, 2, 5, and 6
represent notes C, D, G, and A. Therefore, the original folk song is in the C Gong
pentatonic scale, and the key signature is G Zhi. In Yao’s composition “Playing Hide50

and-Seek,” the composer maintains the original folk song’s Gong mode but changes the
tonic note from C to A-flat. Therefore, “Playing Hide-and-Seek” is in A-flat Gong mode,
and the key signature is E-flat Zhi.

Figure 3.13. No. 17 “Playing Hide-and-Seek,” the original folk song in Chinese
music notation
The main compositional trait in “Playing Hide-and-Seek” is the use of the
intervals of seconds and sevenths. According to Yao, these intervals create a unique
harmonic progression, which adds to the jocular character to this piece. 59 From measures
1 to 12, the accompaniment part features parallel seconds with different articulations and
rhythmic patterns (see figure 3.14). In measures 11 and 12, Yao changes the original folk
song’s melody through the use of sevenths. As illustrated in the red notation in figure
3.15, Yao inverts the seconds to produce sevenths. The final section, from measure 17 to
the end, includes continuous parallel seconds and sevenths, showing this main
compositional concept clearly (see figure 3.16). In this piece, students can be more
explicit about the inverted relationship between seconds and sevenths and experience the
dissonant and colorful sonorities produced by these two intervals.

59

Henglu Yao, Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities (Shanghai: Shanghai
Conservatory of Music Press, 2017), 15.
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In “Playing Hide-and-Seek,” Yao states an eight-measure theme twice, varying
the original melody’s rhythm and tessitura. Moreover, he makes slight changes to the
original melody in the second statement of the theme. For instance, he maintains the
original melody’s rhythm but changes the tessitura every four measures in measures 1 to
8 (see gold notation in figure 3.14). In the second statement in measures 9 to 12, he
changes the original melody’s rhythm into a rest followed by continuous sixteenth notes
(see gold notation in figure 3.15).

Figure 3.14. No. 17 “Playing Hide-and-Seek,” mm. 1-9

Figure 3.15. No. 17 “Playing Hide-and-Seek,” mm. 9-12
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Figure 3.16. No. 17 “Playing Hide-and-Seek,” mm. 18-21
“Playing Hide-and-Seek” is slightly more difficult than No. 10 “Sculling,” which
is suitable for late intermediate to early advanced students. “Playing Hide-and-Seek”
includes many technical and musical challenges despite its short length. The foremost
technical challenges include parallel seconds and sevenths and different articulations
played simultaneously. The major musical challenges are textural balance and pulsation
management.
“Playing Hide-and-Seek” features a large number of parallel seconds and sevenths
that are marked staccato, calling for strong fingers and flexible wrists. Measures 1 to 12
primarily features parallel seconds and a few sevenths (see red notation in figure 3.14).
Pianists need to play the parallel seconds cleanly and firmly. In addition, it is more
appropriate to play seconds in the middle voice’s seconds with the left hand in the first
four measures, which causes wide leaps for the left hand (see blue notation in figure
3.14). From measure 13 to the end, this part has more parallel sevenths, which requires
careful technical preparation to avoid tension in the wrists. The ending includes switching
between the parallel seconds and sevenths, requiring pianists to change the hand position
accurately and quickly (see figure 3.16).
Both hands often play different articulations simultaneously, which is another
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technical challenge in “Playing Hide-and-Seek.” The main theme is notated with slur and
legato, while the accompaniment part is often staccato. For example, from measures 13 to
16, the left-hand is slurred while the right hand plays staccato parallel sevenths. This
requires strong hand coordination from the pianist. Furthermore, some parts require one
hand to play two articulations simultaneously, which is even more technically
demanding. As depicted in figure 3.15, the right hand plays two voices with different
articulations in sixteenth notes, calling for solid technical control.
“Playing Hide-and-Seek” includes a large number of downbeat rests and the
texture changes between two and three voices. Therefore, fine management of pulsation
and appropriate textural balance are the two major musical challenges in this piece. In the
beginning, the main theme is stated clearly in the top voice and accompanied with the
seconds in the other two voices. Pianists need to listen carefully to the dialogue between
the top and bass voices and ensure that the middle voice will not interrupt the main
melodic line. Starting from measure 5, this piece includes more downbeat rests, which
can result in instability of pulse, rushing, and a tendency to accent the following note.
This requires strong sense of pulse and precise tonal control from the pianist (see figure
3.15). Moreover, the downbeat rests can also cause disruption of the melody, calling for
careful attention to phrasing.
“Playing Hide-and-Seek” is level 7 repertoire within the Magrath leveling system.
It is ideal for teaching loose wrists and independent fingers due to the parallel seconds
and sevenths. Both hands play different articulations simultaneously require strong hand
coordination. The multi-voice texture requires attention to voicing, and this musical
difficulty increases with the control of pulsation.
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No. 18 “Flying Bamboo Leaves”
Flying Bamboo Leaves” is a lively piece with a lyrical melody, showing a
different style from its previous piece. This piece is in binary form and states the main
theme once in each section. The introduction has an energetic character with the accented
dissonant chords. In section A, the main theme contrasts with the introduction due to the
piano and legato markings. Section B is marked mezzo forte and features continuous
parallel fourths with staccato. Therefore, section B sounds more intense compared to
section A. The coda features a diminuendo and ties, creating a peaceful atmosphere and
lingering effect. Table 3.5 provides a comprehensive overview of “Flying Bamboo
Leaves.”
Table 3.5 No. 18 “Flying Bamboo Leaves”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

The intervals of fourths

D Gong Qingyue

Lyrical and lively

Tempo

Time Signature

Level

Con eleganza

2/4 and 3/4

Form

Technical Considerations

Early advanced
Magrath Level 8
Musical Considerations

Binary Form
A (mm.1-21)
B (mm.22-46)

1. Change hand position
frequently
2. Various articulations

1. Voicing through
dissonant harmony
and polyphonic
texture
2. Meter changes

The original folk song comes from the southwest ethnic minorities in China, and
children often sing this folk song as a farewell. As depicted in figure 3.17, the original
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folk song’s time signature is 2/4, alternating with 3/4 towards to the end. The original
folk song is based on the G Gong pentatonic mode. Numbers 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6 represent
notes G, A, B, D, and E. Because the last measure’s lyric is an interjection, the ending
note is considered to be note G in measure 14. Therefore, the original folk song’s key
signature is G Gong. In Yao’s composition “Flying Bamboo Leaves,” he maintains the
original folk song’s Gong mode, although the tonic note changes from G to D.

Figure 3.17. No. 18 “Flying Bamboo Leaves,” the original folk song in Chinese
music notation
The main compositional trait in “Flying Bamboo Leaves” is the interval of the
fourth. According to Yao, the fourths add dissonance and unique flavor, representing the
minority’s instruments playing style.60 In this piece, Yao primarily uses perfect fourths
within a polyphonic texture of three voices. The top two voices include harmonic fourths
in measures 9 to 12, while the bass line occasionally includes melodic fourths (see red
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Conservatory of Music Press, 2017), 16.
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and blue notation in figure 3.18). Compared with section A, section B mainly includes
parallel fourths. As depicted in figure 3.19, the left hand executes the main theme while
the right-hand part plays the parallel fourths as an accompaniment. Through this
compositional trait, students can learn the different types of the fourths and experience
the sonority of fourths.

Figure 3.18. No. 18 “Flying Baboo Leaves,” mm. 9-16

Figure 3.19. No. 18 “Flying Baboo Leaves,” mm. 35-42
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In “Flying Bamboo Leaves,” Yao varies the original melody by changing its
tessitura, notes, rhythm, and adding the motives of the original folk song. In section A,
Yao maintains the original melody’s rhythm but alternates the melody between the top
and bass voices (see figure 3.18). Yao also alters pitches in the original folk song in
measures 12, 14, and 15 (see red notation in figure 3.18). As in section A, the main theme
alternates between voices in section B. However, Yao extends the main theme by adding
the original melody’s motives while making slight rhythmic changes in measures 35 and
39 (see gold and blue notation figure 3.19).
“Flying Bamboo Leaves” is suitable for early advanced students. The main
technical challenges include frequent changes of hand position and a variety of
articulation markings. One of the musical challenges in this piece is voicing through the
dissonant harmony and polyphonic texture. Another musical challenge is the meter
changes, which result in irregular phrase lengths. Although “Flying Bamboo Leaves” is
in a slow tempo, the combination of these technical and musical challenges increases its
difficulty.
The change of hand position is one of the main technical considerations in
“Flying Bamboo Leaves.” From measures 7 to 12, the right hand executes two voices
simultaneously and accompanies the left-hand part’s single voice. Proper fingerings can
help avoid frequent hand position changes in both hands. In section B, the middle voice is
frequently switched between hands, causing wide leaps in the left-hand part (see figure
3.19). Thus, pianists need to move between registers accurately and in time. Moreover,
both hands execute continuous parallel fourths with staccato, requiring good technical
control in sound production.
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“Flying Bamboo Leaves” requires strong hand coordination due to the various
articulations. This piece contains five different articulations, accent, tenuto, staccato, slur,
and legato, and both hands often need to play different articulations simultaneously.
Although the left hand plays single notes in section A, it features detailed articulation
changes which requires careful attention. Starting from measure 15, the right-hand part
features more varied articulations and plays two articulations simultaneously. As
illustrated in the red notation in figure 3.20, pianists need to play the top line in slur and
middle voices in staccato, necessitating independence of the fingers. Therefore, precise
definition and strong hand coordination are essential in executing this section
successfully.

Figure 3.20. No. 18 “Flying Baboo Leaves,” mm. 17-19
Voicing and meter changes are the two major musical challenges in this piece.
Due to the polyphonic texture and dissonant harmony, performers need to project a clear
melodic line consistantly. The frequent meter changes require pianists to project the
unusual phrasing naturally with good rhythmic control. Section A is primarily in a threevoice texture, requiring pianists to listen consistently to the top melodic line through the
polyphonic texture. The middle and top voices form the fourths, producing unusual
harmony and increasing the difficulty of listening. Section B features a four-voice
texture, which has a higher requirement for voicing. Furthermore, the middle voice
alternates between hands, requiring a clear inflection of the melody and delicate balance
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between each voice. The meter changes appear in both sections and occasionally occur
with the tie rhythm, requiring fine timing management (see figure 3.19, mm. 39 and 40).
As mentioned before, the meter changes can result in irregular phrase lengths, which
requires strong musicianship in presenting a smooth and natural musical line.
“Flying Bamboo Leaves” is level 8 repertoire in the Magrath’s leveling system.
Careful technical preparation is necessary for pianists to move hand positions and present
various articulations accurately. The sophisticated polyphonic texture requires mature
musicianship and musical sensitivity. Moreover, pianists need to maintain the phrasing
and flow throughout the meter changes, which is also musically challenging.
No. 20 “Seizing Pellet”
The next piece in group one is No. 20 “Seizing Pellet,” a strophic piece that is full
of variety. The letters of each section follow the composer’s designation in the score.
Section A opens with a pure and pleasant melody that catches the listener’s attention. The
tempo gets slightly faster in section B, while the sonority becomes richer. The allegro
and forte immediately contribute to the energetic character in the C section. The
following D section features a slower tempo and mezzo piano, which contrasts with the C
section. The last two sections, E and F sections present a smooth and steady effect.
However, the second half of the F section revitalizes the playful atmosphere through the
staccato sixteenth notes and accented chords. Also, the staccato and unusual harmony
create a lively ending. The following table 3.6 provides an overview of the whole piece.
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Table 3.6 No. 20 “Seizing Pellet”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

Tonal sequence with
decreased major seconds
steps
Tempo

C Gong – B-flat Gong – Aflat Gong – F# Gong – E
Gong – D Gong – C Gong
Time Signature

Playful and highly
rhythmic

Andante grazioso –
Allegretto – Allegro – Con
brio –Andantino mosso
Form

3/8

Early advanced
Magrath Level 8-9

Technical Considerations

Musical Considerations

1. Complicated rhythm
2. Various articulations

Constant changes of the
tempo, dynamic, and key
signatures

Strophic
A (mm.1-7)
B (mm. 8-14)
C (mm. 15-21)
D (mm. 22-28)
E (mm. 29-35)
F (mm. 36-46)

Level

The original folk song is a game song for children, and the “pellet” is a game tool
made of stone or sand. Although this folk song is relatively unknown in China, its tune is
joyful. The original folk song only includes seven measures with repeats. As depicted in
figure 3.21, the time signature of the original folk song is 3/8. Numbers 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6
represent notes G, A, B, D, and E. Thus, the original folk song is in G Gong pentatonic
mode, and the key signature is G Gong. In Yao’s composition “Seizing Pellet,” he
maintains the Gong mode but changes the tonic note in each section. The detailed
information about the key signature can be found in table 3.6.
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Figure 3.21. No. 20 “Seizing Pellet,” the original folk song in Chinese music notation
The major compositional trait in “Seizing Pellet” is the tonal sequence with the
descending major seconds. According to Yao’s explanation, the layout of the descending
major seconds “C – B-flat – A-flat – F# – E – D – C” in this piece supports the varied
textures and playful feeling.61 Therefore, each section features its own key signature in a
descending major second sequence. This compositional trait provides an excellent
opportunity for students to become familiar with different key signatures.
In addition to changing the tonal center, Yao also varies the original folk song by
changing tessitura, tempo, and different accompaniment patterns. “Seizing Pellet”
contains six sections, and each section features a different tempo marking. The
accompaniment patterns involve different rhythms and textures, such as parallel
diminished fifths and continuous sixteenths notes. The original folk song is entirely stated
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in each section except for the F section, which features segments and variations of the
original folk song.
“Seizing Pellet” is appropriate for early advanced students. Although each section
of this piece includes only seven measures, the constant changes in tempo, tonal center,
dynamic, and accompaniment pattern make this piece challenging. The major technical
considerations include complicated rhythm and various articulations. The major musical
consideration is control of the constant changes of the tempo, dynamic, and key
signatures in this piece.
“Seizing Pellet” requires a solid rhythmic command because the
accompaniment’s rhythmic pattern changes in each section. In addition, the rhythm
between the main theme and accompaniment is usually interlaced, requiring an accurate
counting ability. The rhythm in the A section is relatively easy to read for the performers.
However, measures 2 to 5 require attention because of the ties and interlaced rhythm. The
B section is in a three-voice texture, and each voice features a different rhythmic pattern.
As depicted in figure 3.22, the middle voice includes ties, dotted eighth notes with
sixteenth notes, and upbeat sixteenth rests. Therefore, pianists need to carefully control
the rhythm between each voice and avoid rushing in the sixteenth notes. As with the A
section, the C section is in a two-voice texture and the rhythm is straightforward. The D
section is rhythmically demanding because of the unusual rhythmic pattern and upbeat
rests. As illustrated in figure 3.23, the right-hand part in the measures 24 to 28 requires a
precise counting, especially with the left-hand part’s tied rhythm. As the ending of the
piece, the rhythm in measures 41 to 46 is intense (see figure 3.24). Although only six in
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length, this part includes continuous sixteenth notes, ties, and thirty-two notes, requiring
strong rhythm reading ability.

Figure 3.22. No. 20 “Seizing Pellet,” mm. 6-15

Figure 3.23. No. 20 “Seizing Pellet,” mm. 21-30
“Seizing Pellet” requires the pianists to play different articulations
simultaneously, showing a high demand for hand coordination. Staccato and slur are the
two major articulations in this piece, which require a delicate and clear delineation. Also,
it is especially challenging with a fast tempo in the C and D sections (see the tempo
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marking in figure 3.22 and 3.23). In the B section, the right-hand part is required to play
two voices with different articulations simultaneously, requiring finger independence and
strong hand coordination (see figure 3.22). The articulation of the E and F sections is
relatively patterned and straightforward. However, these two sections involve several
subtle changes in articulations, which need the performer’s attention.

Figure 3.24. No. 20 “Seizing Pellet,” mm. 36-46
The constant changes of tempo, dynamic, and key signature show the high
demands on musicianship in this piece. Pianists need to present an appropriate tempo and
dynamic pacing while always paying attention to the harmonic changes. The tempo
becomes faster from the A section to the C section, and pianists need to make the tempo
changes clear and flowing. At the end of the C section, the ritardando and diminuendo
provide performers with an opportunity for a smooth and gradual transition to the D
section. However, the main theme in the D section is not as apparent as in the previous
sections due to the key signature and mezzo piano (see figure 3.23). Therefore, pianists
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need to carefully listen to the main theme and play with an appropriate balance between
voices. From the D section to the F section, the tempo changes are subtle, requiring
careful pacing (see the tempo markings in figure 3.23 and 3.24). Furthermore, the
dynamic changes from mezzo piano to forte with crescendo through the D section to the
F section, which calls for appropriate dynamic pacing.
“Seizing Pellet” is appropriate for early advanced students and is level 8-9
repertoire within the Magrath leveling system. Although it is a short piece with a
repetitive melody, the various rhythmic patterns, articulation, and changes increase the
difficulty of learning this piece. “Seizing Pellet” is an excellent repertoire for developing
the sense of timing and strong fingers. Also, the constant changes of the key require
careful listening and strong musicianship.
No. 22 “Counting Numbers”
“Counting Numbers” is a cheerful piece that is in binary form. The opening states
the main theme with slurs and grace notes in a high register, immediately establishing the
piece’s lively character. In the middle part of the A section, the main theme changes to
the low register with changes in meter. The interlaced rhythm between the main theme
and the accompaniment increases the active feeling of the piece. Section B features an
accompaniment in thirty-second notes in a high register, resulting in a denser sound. In
addition, the extensive range between the main theme and accompaniment contributes
contrasts and colors to the piece. Unexpectedly, the ending features a peaceful character
with a ritardando and diminuendo, adding additional color. Table 3.7 includes a
comprehensive overview of “Counting Numbers.”
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Table 3.7 No. 22 “Counting Numbers”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

Inverted lines of seconds
intervals
Tempo

G Zhi

Cheerful and spirited

Time Signature

Level

Andantino mosso

2/4 and 3/4

Form

Technical Considerations

Early advanced
Magrath Level 10
Musical Considerations

Binary Form
A (mm. 1-15)
B (mm. 16-34)

1. Wide stretches on the
right hand
2. Complicated rhythms

Voicing

The original folk song’s lyrics contain numbers from one to eight, and children
can practice how to count numbers by singing this folk song. Compared to other folk
songs, this folk song features a relatively complicated rhythm and a longer length (see
figure. 3.25). The time signature of the original folk song is 2/4, and it is alternated
between 2/4 and 3/4 in the second half of the folk song. Numbers 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6
represent notes C, D, E, G, and A. The original folk song is in C Gong pentatonic mode,
and the key signature is G Zhi. In Yao’s composition “Counting Numbers,” he maintains
the original mode and key signature.
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Figure 3.25. No. 22 “Counting Numbers,” the original folk song in Chinese music
notation
In “Counting Numbers,” the main compositional trait is that the alto and bass
voices feature melodic seconds that move in contrary motion. According to Yao, using
the seconds in the reverse direction introduces fun to the repetitive main theme. 62 Yao
also presents the main theme twice by varying the original melody’s tessitura. As
indicated the red notation in figure 3.26, the seconds in the middle and bass voice are in
contrary motion, forming a background dialogue of the main theme. The main theme is
fully stated in both the A section and B section respectively. In both sections, the main
theme frequently alternates between the soprano and bass voices (see gold notation in
figure 3.26 and 3.27).
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Figure 3.26. No. 22 “Counting Numbers,” mm. 5-12

Figure 3.27. No. 22 “Counting Numbers,” mm. 20-27
“Counting Numbers” is one of the most demanding pieces in this group from both
technical and musical perspectives. The major technical challenges involve wide
stretches in the right hand and complicated rhythms, requiring sufficient technical
preparation. The foremost musical challenge in this piece is voicing. Because of the
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polyphonic texture, pianists need to clearly bring out the main theme and maintain the
dialogue between other voices.
The wide stretches in the right-hand part require strong technical control. Pianists
need to avoid tension in the hand and wrist caused by the wide stretches. As illustrated in
the blue notation in figure 3.26, measures 6 and 7 contain wide stretches on the right hand
due to the sevenths and octaves. The use of the damper pedal and release of the middle
voice earlier will make the performance become easier. Deciding the appropriate
fingerings in advance is also essential for playing this part. From measures 16 to 24, the
right hand constantly plays an octave in thirty-second notes (see blue notation in figure
3.27). The combination of the octave and small rhythmic subdivisions requires significant
technical control. Moreover, the right hand needs to control two voices, requiring a firm
finger and flexible wrist.
The complicated rhythm is another technical challenge in “Counting Numbers.”
From measures 1 to 9, the accompaniment’s rhythm is straightforward and patterned (see
figure 3.26, mm. 5-9). Measures 10 to 12 require special attention because two hands
play conflicting rhythmic patterns (see figure 3.26, mm. 10-12). The rhythms in section B
become dense and complicated. Measures 16 to 24 show a high demand for rhythmic
control. The top voice features thirty-second notes with ties, and the middle voice has
downbeat rests, requiring precise rhythmic and tonal control from the pianist (see figure
3.27). In addition, the complicated rhythmic patterns are amplified by the meter changes
in the piece.
Voicing is the major musical consideration in this piece. Pianists need to be clear
about the main theme’s moving direction because it is constantly alternating between the
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top and bass voices. The seamless connection between the main theme of different voices
requires careful listening. In addition, it is also important to show the dialogue between
other voices. According to Yao, the accompaniment’s dialogue sets off the main theme
and adds colors to the piece.63 Therefore, an appropriate balance between the main theme
and accompaniment is essential. An artistic performance allows the main theme to be
highlighted smoothly through the complicated texture.
“Counting Numbers” is suitable for early advanced students and is level 10
repertoire within the Magrath leveling system. Although the tempo Andantino mosso is
not demanding, the wide stretches on the right-hand part and complicated rhythms
require strong technical control. The major musical challenge is voicing, which calls for
mature artistic skills. Thus, “Counting Numbers” is an ideal piece for students to develop
fine rhythmic control ability and voicing, especially for students with large hands. In
addition to developing different technical and musical skills, students can hear melodic
seconds in different structures by playing this piece.
No. 23 “Four Feet Snake”
The last piece in the first group, “Four Feet Snake,” is a melancholic piece that
displays the helplessness and sufferings of orphans. At the beginning section A, the bass
voice executes the main theme at a mezzo piano and slow tempo, while the
accompaniment features accented staccato dissonant chords. In the middle of the A
section, the main theme is less clearly defined because of the dissonant harmony and
three-voice texture. Later, the A section ends with a diminuendo and piano, emphasizing
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the sad feeling. Section B features continuous sixteenth notes accompaniment and
frequent dynamic changes, resulting in an intense sound. At the end of the piece, a
ritardando and diminuendo with tie rhythm create a helpless feeling. Table 3.8 provides
an overview of “Four Feet Snake.”
Table 3.8 No. 23 “Four Feet Snake”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

Triple Set

D Shang

Tempo

Time Signature

Melancholic and
Helpless
Level

Con grande espress

2/4

Form

Technical Considerations

Binary Form
A (mm.1-15)
B (mm. 16-36)

Various articulations

Early advanced
Magrath Level 9-10
Musical Considerations
1. Voicing through
dissonant harmony
and polyphonic
texture
2. Convey the
melancholy character
through staccato and
slur

The original folk song describes the orphans’ sufferings in the old days. Four
feet snake is an obscure term, used as a metaphor for the miserable experiences of
orphans. As depicted in figure 3.28, the original folk song features a simple rhythm in the
time signature of 2/4. Numbers 1, 2, and 6 represent notes C, D, and A. The original folk
song is in the C Gong pentatonic scale, and the key signature is A Yu. In Yao’s
composition “Four Feet Snake,” he maintains the original folk song’s C Gong mode,
although he changes the ending note from A to D. Thus, “Four Feet Snake” is in C Gong
mode, and the key signature is D Shang.
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Figure 3.28. No. 23 “Four Feet Snake,” the original folk song in Chinese music
notation
The main compositional trait in “Four Feet Snake” is use of the triple set.
According to Yao, the triple set represents a combination of the major seconds and minor
thirds arranged in varied orders.64 For instance, the bass note and other voices form a
triple set in measure 6 (see red notation in figure 3.29). Through this compositional trait,
pianists are able to experience unusual harmony and explore various combinations of the
major seconds and minor thirds.
In “Four Feet Snake,” Yao varies the original melody by changing the rhythm and
tessitura. This piece is in binary form, and both sections contain half of the original
melody twice. Section A includes the first half of the original melody with a short
transition. The main theme starts on the bass line from measures 1 to 7 and alternates to
the top voice after the transition in measure 8. Without changing the tessitura of the main
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melody, section B includes the second half of the original melody. Yao makes slight
rhythmic changes in measures 4, 12, 19, and 26 by changing the original syncopation into
two eighth notes with a quarter note.

Figure 3.29. No. 23 “Four Feet Snake,” mm. 1-8
“Four Feet Snake” is suitable for early advanced students. The major technical
challenge in this piece is articulation. This piece includes various articulations that
require solid finger and hand coordination. The musical challenge includes voicing
through the dissonant harmony and polyphonic texture, which requires careful listening.
Another musical challenge is to convey the melancholy character through staccato and
slurs.
“Four Feet Snake” includes four different articulations, accent, staccato, legato,
and slur. Pianists need to present a clear definition of various articulations, which
requires finger independence. In addition, this piece requires both hands to play different
articulations simultaneously, necessitating fine hand coordination. As depicted in figure
3.29, the first four measures involve three articulations and both hands play different
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articulations simultaneously. The articulations change back and forth frequently,
increasing the difficulty of technical control. In measures 1 and 2, the accented interval
can result in an interruption of the main theme, which requires careful tonal control. The
second half of section A becomes more technically demanding due to the three-voice
texture. In addition to playing different articulations with both hands, the right hand also
executes two voices, which are often in different articulations. Section B is in three-voice
texture and primarily features legato markings. Although the left hand executes a simple
repetitive pattern, the right hand needs to hold the top voice and play the middle voice
with legato, requiring solid finger control.
Voicing through the dissonant harmony and polyphonic texture is the major
musical challenge in this piece. The combination of major seconds and minor thirds
results in an unusual and dissonant sonority, requiring pianists to listen to the main theme
carefully and consistently. In the A section, the main theme alternates between voices
within a chordal texture, requiring appropriate balance between voices. Section B
features continuous sixteenth note patterns, increasing the difficulty of voicing. Pianists
need to clearly delineate the main theme, while the sixteenth-note pattern needs to be
smooth and seamless.
Another musical challenge in “Four Feet Snake” is the conveying of the
melancholy character through staccato and slur. Staccato and slur can easily produce an
animation contrary to the character of the piece. Pianists need to carefully balance the
length of the staccato and slur with a slow attack. Understanding the piece’s character
properly can help pianists to overcome this musical challenge, which requires mature
musicianship.
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“Four Feet Snake” is level 9-10 repertoire within the Magrath leveling system.
The combination of the technical and musical challenges makes this piece demanding
despite the slow tempo. It is an ideal piece for students to develop strong fingers, fine
hand coordination, and voicing skill. In addition to developing technical and musical
skills, students can also experience unique harmony and explore combinations of
different intervals through this piece.
The eight pieces in the first group present a great variety of music characteristics,
technical and musical skills, and difficulty levels. With the exception of “Four Feet
Snake,” the other pieces in this group are in a happy, excited mood. The typical technical
concerns include frequent hand position changes, various articulations, parallel intervals,
and complicated rhythm. Voicing is the major musical concern, and other musical
concerns include meter changes, textural balance, and appropriate expression of musical
characteristics. The most accessible piece in this group is “Sculling,” a level 6 piece
within the Magrath leveling system. “Counting Numbers” is level 10 piece, and the
difficulty levels of the other pieces are level 7 to 9.
Group 2 (Counterpoint)
There are four pieces in the second group, including No. 3 “Kicking the
Shuttlecock,” No. 7 “Catching the Sheep,” No. 8 “Happiness,” and No. 9 “Counting the
Birds.” In this group, the main compositional trait is the use of different contrapuntal
techniques, providing excellent opportunities for students to be exposed to counterpoint.
No. 3 “Kicking the Shuttlecock”
The first piece of this group is “Kicking the Shuttlecock,” a playful piece in
binary form. The introduction executes the main theme with slurs and staccati,
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immediately establishing an ebullient character. In section A, the main theme begins on
the soprano voice with a piano and switches to bass voice with a mezzo piano later. The
three-voice texture and dynamic changes result in a rich and colorful sound. Section B
sounds more excited since it has more sixteenth notes and the dynamic changes to mezzo
forte and forte. Piece ends in continuous sixteenth notes and accented chords with a
crescendo. Table 3.9 provides an overview of “Kicking the Shuttlecock.”
Table 3.9 No. 3 “Kicking the Shuttlecock”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

Inversion and imitation

D Yu

Playful and joyful

Tempo

Time Signature

Level

Con molto esp.

2/4 and 3/4

Form

Technical Considerations

Early advanced
Magrath Level 9
Musical Considerations

Binary Form
Intro (mm.1-10)
A (mm.11-22)
B (mm. 23-32)

1. Wide leaps and change 1. Voicing through the
of hand position in both
polyphonic texture
hands
2. Clear definition of
2. Clear definition of
various articulations
various articulations
3. Precise rhythm
control

The original folk song comes from the Hebei province, and children often singing
it while kicking the shuttlecock. Shuttlecock is a traditional Chinese sport which requires
players to kick a weighted shuttlecock in the air without interruption. As depicted in
figure 3.30, the original folk song features a simple rhythm in the time signature of 2/4.
The original folk song includes a large number of half-steps, which correspond to the
intonation of the Hebei province. Numbers 1, 1#, 2, 3, 6, and 7 represent notes D, D#, E,
F#, B, and C#. The original folk song is in a six-tone scale, and the key signature is B Yu.
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In Yao’s composition “Kicking the shuttlecock,” he maintains the Yu mode but changes
the tonic note from B to D. Therefore, the key signature of “Kicking the shuttlecock” is D
Yu.

Figure 3.30. No. 3 “Kicking the Shuttlecock,” the original folk song in Chinese
music notation
The major compositional trait in “Kicking the Shuttlecock” is the use of imitation
and inversion. According to Yao, this trait is inspired by the rebound effect in the kicking
the shuttlecock game.65 Yao uses the inversion technique immediately at the beginning.
From measures 1 to 4, both hands execute the same motive in contrary motion. Starting
from measure 5, while the inversion continues, imitation between two voices also begins
(see red notation in figure 3.31). After the introduction, the inversion and imitation occur
between the middle voice and the other two voices (see fig 3.32). This major
compositional trait exposes students to the use of inversion and imitation.
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Figure 3.31. No. 3 “Kicking the Shuttlecock,” mm. 1-8

Figure 3.32. No. 3 “Kicking the Shuttlecock,” mm. 13-16
The entire eight-measure theme is stated in section A with a change in the
tessitura of the original folk song. In the last four measures of section A, Yao repeats the
second half of the theme as a transition to the next section. Section B includes the second
half of the original melody with slight changes. Yao changes the original melody’s note F
to E-flat in measure 23 and adds segments of the original folk song in measures 25 to 30.
“Kicking the Shuttlecock” is suitable for early advanced students. The primary
technical considerations include wide leaps, changes of hand position, and a clear
definition of the various articulations. Voicing is the major musical consideration due to
the contrapuntal texture. A clear definition of various articulations also be considered as a
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musical challenge since it contributes to the clear voicing. In addition, precise rhythmic
control is another musical consideration because of the downbeat rests.
In “Kicking the Shuttlecock,” both voices’ parts involve wide leaps and hand
position changes, showing high technical demand. Although the introduction features a
simple two-voice texture, the left hand needs to switch between different registers
frequently (see figure 3.31). In the A and B sections, the middle voice alternates between
hands, which causes wide leaps and stretches (see red notation in figure 3.32 and 3.33).
Wide leaps and stretches can easily cause tension in the hands and wrists, so a flexible
and relaxed wrist is required.

Figure 3.33. No. 3 “Kicking the Shuttlecock,” mm. 24-26
“Kicking the Shuttlecock” requires clear definition of varied articulations and
independent fingers. For instance, the right hand executes two voices with slurs and
staccati in measures 13 to 14, while the left-hand plays legato (see figure 3.32). Given
that these also involve sixteenth notes, this requires strong technical control. Although
section B is primarily notated with slurs, a few subtle articulation changes require
attention and detailed examination from the pianist.
Due to the contrapuntal texture, this piece has high requirements for voicing and
musicianship. Performers need to consistently present a clear melodic line while focusing
on the imitative dialogue between voices. The two-voiced texture in the introduction
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makes the main theme easy to follow from the score. However, starting from section A,
the inversion and imitation between the middle and other voices complicate the voicing
(see blue notation in figure 3.32 and 3.33). Therefore, pianists need to listen carefully to
the direction of each voice and clearly present the main theme.
A clear definition of various articulations and precise rhythm control are the other
two musical considerations. In this piece, a clear definition of different articulations
requires both technical and musical skills. A clear definition of articulations contributes
to voicing and character. For example, from measures 13 to 16, the articulation of the
main theme is different from other voices. Pianists can present the main theme clearly
through the differences in articulations. This piece contains a large number of downbeat
rests, which requires solid rhythmic control. Downbeat rests can result in instability of
pulse and a tendency to accent the following note, which requires precise rhythmic and
tonal control from the pianist.
“Kicking the Shuttlecock” is level 9 repertoire within the Magrath leveling
system. The major technical challenges are wide leaps, hand position changes, and
various articulations. Pianists are required to play octaves and tenths with one hand. A
pianist who is not prepared for these technical issues will not present an adequate
performance and will be at risk of physical injury. The major musical challenges include
voicing, clear definition of articulations, and precise rhythmic control. Due to these
musical considerations, this piece also requires artistic maturity.
No. 7 “Catching the Sheep”
“Catching the Sheep” is a spirited through-composed form with a lyrical melody.
The main theme begins gently in the top voice at a mezzo piano, and the imitative melody
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enters after one beat. The following accented and dissonant chords of the middle voices
contrast with the lyrical melody, imparting an animated character. In the second half of
the piece, the main melody is notated with staccati, slurs, and grace notes, resulting in an
energetic sound. The frequent dynamic changes with crescendo and diminuendo
contribute to a colorful sonority. The piece ends peacefully with a piano. Table 3.10
provides a comprehensive overview of “Catching the Sheep.”
Table 3.10 No. 7 “Catching the Sheep”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

Endless canon with fish
biting its tail
Tempo

B-flat Zhi

Lyrical and spirited

Time Signature

Level

Engergico

2/4 and 3/4

Form

Technical Considerations

Late intermediate to early
advanced
Magrath Level 7-8
Musical Considerations

Through-composed form

1. Each voice features
different rhythmic
patterns and
articulations at the
same time
2. Parallel thirds with
different articulations

1. Voicing through the
polyphonic texture
and dissonant
harmony
2. Timing management

The original folk song is a game song. While singing the original folk song,
children line up in a row, and another child chases the last person in line. As depicted in
figure 3.34, the original folk song’s time signature alternates between 2/4 and 3/4.
Numbers 1, 2, 6, and 7 represent notes G, A, E, and F#. Thus, the original folk song is
based on the G Gong pentatonic mode, and the key signature is E Yu. In Yao’s
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composition, he changes the original folk song’s G Gong pentatonic mode to E-flat Gong
seven-tone mode, and the key signature changes to B-flat Zhi.

Figure 3.34. No. 7 “Catching the Sheep,” the original folk song in Chinese music
notation
The major compositional trait in “Catching the Sheep” is the endless canon with
fish biting its tail, a compositional technique that is often used in Chinese folk songs.
Fish biting its tail is a translated term from the Chinese, which means the ending note of
one or several measures is the same as the beginning note of the following measure,
forming an endless effect.66 This compositional technique corresponds to the game
described in the original folk song. In this piece, the last note of every two measures is
the same as the first note of the next measure. Furthermore, Yao adds a transitional
measure between each fish biting its tail (see red notation in figure 3.35). For instance,
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the last note of the top voice in measure 8 and the first note of the bass line in measure 10
are both E-flat. This major compositional trait allows students to learn an unusual
composition technique and have exposure to canonical technique.

Figure 3.35. No. 7 “Catching the Sheep,” mm. 4-11
In “Catching the Sheep,” Yao states the main theme one time by varying the
original melody’s rhythm and tessitura. The main theme alternates between the top and
bass voices for every two measures (see blue notation in figure 3.35). In measures 4 and
10, Yao changes the original melody’s rhythm into a dotted eighth note with a sixteenth
note, adding rhythmic variety to the piece (see green notation in figure 3.35).
“Catching the Sheep” is suitable for late intermediate to early advanced students.
Due to the canon and fish biting its tail technique, each voice features interlaced rhythmic
patterns and different articulations simultaneously, requiring strong hand coordination.
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Another technical challenge is the parallel thirds with different articulations. The primary
musical challenges include voicing and timing management. An overview of the
technical and musical challenges can be found in table 3.10.
Although the tempo of this piece is not fast, it often requires pianists to play each
voice with different rhythmic patterns and articulations, increasing the technical
difficulty. Moreover, every transition measure includes parallel thirds with different
articulations, calling for independent fingers. As illustrated in the gold notation in figure
3.35, both hands execute the main theme with different articulations and need to change
between various articulations frequently, requiring strong hand coordination. For the
parallel thirds in the transition measures 6 and 8, independent fingertips are needed to
control the balance and present a clear main theme (see figure 3.35). Moreover, the
second half of the piece involves more parallel thirds notated with staccato and accent
markings, requiring clear tone color and accurate definition (see red notation in figure
3.36).

Figure 3.36. No. 7 “Catching the Sheep,” mm. 15-17
Voicing through the polyphonic texture and dissonant harmony is the major
musical challenge in this piece. Moreover, this piece requires careful management of
timing due to the time signature changes. The compositional technique, involving an
endless canon with fish biting its tail, results in a complex contrapuntal texture. Detailed
analysis and examination of structure can help pianists better understand the connection
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between voices. The main theme alternates between the top and bass voices while
accompanied by the dissonant middle voice, requiring pianists to listen to the main theme
carefully and present an appropriate balance between voices. The frequent time signature
changes often occur with the sixteenth note and dotted eighth note rhythm, calling for a
fine sense of timing control and precise rhythmic counting ability (see figure 3.35 and
3.36).
“Catching the Sheep” is level 7-8 piece within the Magrath’s leveling system.
This piece is appropriate for students needing to work on the development of
contrapuntal playing skills. In addition, it is an ideal piece to introduce the canon
compositional technique with the 20th century dissonant harmony. Furthermore, students
are able to improve the independent fingers and hand coordination through this piece.
No. 8 “Happiness”
“Happiness” includes a big character contrast with the first two pieces in this
group, it is a melancholic piece that expresses the homesickness of orphans. Section A
features the plaintive character immediately with a slow tempo and piano. Due to the
heterophonic texture, the variation of the main melody is played over the original main
melody, creating interrelated effects. The dynamic changes to a mezzo piano in section B,
while the tempo becomes slightly faster. In addition, the rests and sixteenth notes with
staccato markings make section B sounds less melancholy than section A. Section C
features a rich sonority due to the mezzo forte and forte. The piece ends with accented
dissonant chords and a crescendo. Table 3.11 provides an overview of “Happiness.”

86

Table 3.11 No. 8 “Happiness”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

Heterophony in three voices

Plaintive

Tempo

D Zhi – F Zhi
A section: D Zhi
B section: D Zhi
C section: F Zhi
Time Signature

Dolce ed espressivo

3/4 and 4/4

Form

Technical Considerations

Early advanced
Magrath Level 9-10
Musical Considerations

Strophic form
A (mm. 1-6)
B (mm. 7-17)
C (mm. 18-27)

1. Clear tonal control of
each voice
2. Both hands play
different rhythmic patterns
simultaneously

Level

1. Voicing
2. Tempo management
3. Precise rhythm
control

The characteristic of the original folk song is folk heterophony.67 The lyrics of the
original folk song describe orphans looking for their parents. As depicted in figure 3.37,
the original folk song’s time signature is alternating between 2/4 and 3/4. Numbers 1, 2,
5, and 6 represent notes D, E, A, and B. The original folk song is in D Gong pentatonic
scale, and the key signature is A Zhi. In Yao’s composition “Happiness,” Yao maintains
the original folk song’s Gong mode, although changes the key signature to D Zhi and F
Zhi. Detailed information on the key signature can be found in table 3.11.
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Figure 3.37. No. 8 “Happiness,” the original folk song in Chinese music notation
The heterophony in three voices is the major compositional trait in “Happiness,”
which corresponds with the original folk song’s two-voiced texture. In order to highlight
the original folk song’s heterophonic texture, Yao does not always follow the original
folk song’s melodic line in “Happiness.” According to Yao, he maintains the original folk
song’s melody line while also splits other harmonic lines.68 For instance, the top line
includes the main melody, while the middle and bass voices simultaneously outline the
main melody’s variation (see red notation in figure 3.39). Through this major
compositional trait, students are able to learn about heterophonic texture and improve
their ability to analyze heterophonic music.
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Ibid.
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In “Happiness,” Yao varies the original folk song’s main melody by changing the
time signature, rhythm, and key signature. Yao changes the original folk song’s time
signature from 2/4 and 3/4 into 3/4 and 4/4. There are slight rhythmic changes in
“Happiness.” For example, in measures 1 and 7, Yao changes the original folk song’s two
eighth notes into an eighth note and a dotted quarter note (see blue notation in figure 3.38
and 3.39). In addition, Yao’s composition “Happiness” involves two different key
signatures instead of staying in one key signature. These changes contribute to the
technical and musical challenges while adding variety to the piece.

Figure 3.38. No. 8 “Happiness,” mm. 1-3

Figure 3.39. No. 8 “Happiness,” mm. 7-9
“Happiness” is a highly demanding piece from the technical and musical aspect,
suitable for early advanced students. The major technical challenges include clear tonal
control of each voice as hands play different rhythmic patterns simultaneously, which
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requires independent fingers and hand coordination. Voicing is the major musical
challenge in “Happiness” due to the heterophonic texture. Other musical challenges
include tempo management and rhythm control.
“Happiness” requires precise tonal control of each voice. Moreover, both hands
execute different rhythmic patterns simultaneously, which increases the technical
difficulty. Although section A features a simple two-voice texture, the lower part contains
unusual rhythmic patterns, including downbeat eighth rests, two sixteenth notes with an
eighth note, and tied notes (see figure 3.38). The B and C sections are more technically
demanding than the A section because of the texture, rhythm, and tempo. Both B and C
sections are in a three-voice texture with complicated rhythms. Thus, pianists need to
control two voices simultaneously in one hand with appropriate balance. Furthermore, the
small value rhythms and faster tempo in B and C sections require strong technical ability
to present an even rhythm and tempo. Clear tonal control of each voice can also
contribute to voicing, which will be discussed as a musical challenge in the next
paragraph.
Voicing is the primary musical challenge due to the heterophonic texture. Strong
technical control of each voice can result in clear voicing. From the musical aspect,
pianists need to be clear about the connection between the main melody and other
harmonic lines, listen to each voice carefully. In section A, the main melody begins in the
right hand and moves to the lower register in measures 3 and 4 (see red notation in figure
3.38). Pianists need to maintain a smooth and continuous melodic line which moves from
one range to another. Section B features three voices which are the main melody and its
variations (see red notation in figure 3.39). It is essential to listen for a clear melody
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between three voices while pay attention to the dialogue between the melody and its
variation. Section C features a similar texture to section B but in a different key signature.
Thus, pianists need to be aware of and sensitive to the main melody and harmony to
present a natural transition.
Tempo management and rhythm control are other musical challenges in this
piece. Each section features a different tempo, calling for fine timing management. Each
section features slight tempo changes and obvious dynamic changes, which can reflect
changes in character. Both A and B sections are plaintive, while the B section also
depicts the orphan’s hope for new life.
The character embodied in the C section is the orphan lamenting the injustice of life.
Therefore, it is essential to present a natural tempo change of each section while
expressing the differences in character. Furthermore, the time signature changes between
4/4 and 3/4 frequently, requiring precise counting ability. Several complicated rhythmic
patterns in this piece call for strong rhythm control, such as tied notes across measures,
downbeat rests, and syncopations.
“Happiness” is level 9-10 piece within the Magrath level system. It is an ideal
piece for students to understand concept of the heterophonic texture while developing
technical and musical skills. Through this piece, students are able to improve their finger
skills and hand coordination. Also, they can develop voicing and rhythm control skills
through awareness of the sophisticated texture.
No. 9 “Counting the Birds”
“Counting the Birds” is a lyrical piece in binary form. In the opening, the subject
starts in the top voice softly and legato, followed by the countersubject in the bass line.
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The subject is switched to the bass line from the middle part of the A section and played
with staccato and slur markings, sounding slightly more active than the opening. After a
complete statement of the subject in section A, section B restates it at a mezzo forte.
Although the texture of these two sections is similar, the range between voices is
expanded, resulting in a rich and colorful texture. The piece ends peacefully with
ritardando and diminuendo. Table 3.12 contains a concise overview of “Counting the
Birds.”
Table 3.12 No. 9 “Counting the Birds”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

Modified canon with the
ostinato of countersubject
Tempo

F Zhi

Lyrical and haunting

Time Signature

Level

Legato sempre

2/4 and 3/4

Form

Technical Considerations

Early advanced
Magrath Level 8-9
Musical Considerations

Binary Form
A (mm.1-16)
B (mm.17-33)

1. Each voice features
different rhythmic
patterns
2. Both hands need to
play two voices
3. Involve few nineths in
both hands

Voicing through the
contrapuntal texture

The original folk song features repetitive rhythmic patterns in the time signature
of 2/4 and 3/4 (see figure 3.40). Numbers 1, 2, 3, 5, 6 represent notes G, A, B, D, and E.
The original folk song is in G Gong pentatonic scale, and the key signature is D Zhi. In
Yao’s composition “Counting the birds,” the composer changes the tonic note from G to
B-flat. Therefore, “Counting the birds” is in B-flat Gong mode, and the key signature is F
Zhi.
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Figure 3.40. No. 9 “Counting the Birds,” the original folk song in Chinese music
notation
The main compositional trait in “Counting the Birds” is the modified canon with
the ostinato of the countersubject, which corresponds to the character of the folk song.
The performance of the original folk song includes singing and talking, suggesting a
group of people singing and talking together. According to Yao, the canon skill is used to
reproduce the scene of people talking. 69 Compared with traditional canon, the
countersubject in this piece appears more frequent and involves various ways, such
inversion and parallel moving (see the red notation in figures 3.41 and 3.42). 70 Thus,
students are able to experience the unique combination of the canon and ostinato
countersubject and enrich the music theory knowledge.
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Figure 3.41. No. 9 “Counting the Birds,” mm. 1-11

Figure 3.42. No. 9 “Counting the Birds,” mm. 20-26
In “Counting the Birds,” Yao states the main theme twice by varying the original
melody’s rhythm and tessitura. He also makes slight changes to the original melody’s
structure, including the addition of transitions and segments of the original folk song. In
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section A, the subject is moved between the top and bass voices. Yao changes the
original melody’s rhythm into a dotted eighth note with a sixteenth note in measures 8
and 13 (see gold notation in figure 3.41). Measures 5, 6, and 9 are segments from the
original folk song. As in section A, the subject is switched between the top and middle
voices in section B (see blue notation in figure 3.42). Moreover, the B section does not
state the complete folk song and incorporates Yao’s previously mentioned changes.
“Counting the Birds” is level 8-9 repertoire within the Magrath leveling system,
suitable for early advanced students. This piece is technically demanding because each
voice features different rhythmic patterns, both hands play two voices alternately, and
there are wide leaps. The primary musical challenge is voicing due to the sophisticated
texture. The combination of these technical and musical concerns makes “Counting the
Birds” quite challenging despite its slow tempo.
In “Counting the Birds,” three voices feature different rhythmic patterns, calling
for strong hand coordination. The right hand needs to control two voices that feature
different rhythms, which requires fingers in sustaining a note while playing the other
voice smoothly (see green notation in figure 3.41). From measures 20 to 22, the left hand
plays two voices with small rhythmic subdivisions and wide stretches, calling for careful
technical preparation. Although the countersubject keeps the same rhythmic pattern
throughout the piece, the downbeat dotted eighth rests require solid counting ability to
avoid rushing and instability of pulse (see red notation in figure 3.41 and 3.42).
Separate voices in each hand and the wide stretches are the other two technical
concerns in this piece. These concerns require independent fingertips and fine technical
skills. Compared with other contrapuntal pieces in this set, both hands need to play two
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voices independently in “Counting the Birds.” Therefore, pianists are challenged to
balance voice in a single hand. “Counting the Birds” also involves wide leaps due to the
hand position changes; deciding wise fingerings can help performers have a stable hand
position. In addition, several parts include wide stretches, including octaves and ninths,
which may cause wrist tension (see blue notation in figure 3.41). Students with relatively
small hands can add pedal or roll the intervals.
Voicing is the major musical concern in “Counting the Birds.” Although solid
technical control contributes to clear differentiation between voices, pianists also need to
be aware of the melodic contour of each voice. In this piece, the countersubject and the
subject often move in contrary motion, which can result in the distraction of listening to
the main melody. This requires appropriate textual balance from the pianist. Furthermore,
the subject switches between three voices and has irregular phrase lengths; this result in a
greater challenge in playing with seamless musical lines. Thinking longer musical
phrases can help the pianist to produce a smooth and clear melody.
“Counting the Birds” contains several technical and musical challenges, and it is
an ideal repertoire for students to learn about canon and develop contrapuntal skills. The
technical challenges include each voice features different rhythmic patterns, both hands
play two voices, and wide leaps. The major musical challenge is voicing, which calls for
mature musicianship. Therefore, students can improve certain technical and musical skills
through this piece, and better understand canonic technique.
The second group of pieces includes those with general and unique counterpoint
skills, which are essential to student’s music learning process. As in the first group, this
group also contains different characteristics and technical and musical skills. “Counting

96

the Birds” and “Catching the Sheep” feature lyrical melody. “Kicking the Shuttlecock”
includes delightful characters, which contrasts to the sadness of “Happiness.” Common
technical challenges in this group include wide leaps, two voices controlled by one hand
with different rhythms and articulation, and frequent hand position changes. Due to the
contrapuntal technique, voicing is the primary musical challenge in this group, and
“Catching the Sheep,” “Happiness,” and “Kicking the Shuttlecock” also require fine
timing management and precise rhythmic control. The difficulty level of this group is
from level 7 to 10, and most pieces are level 9-10.
Group 3 (Rhythm)
The third group includes four pieces, No. 5 “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs,” No. 6
“A Sparrow Song,” No.19 “Clapping Hands and Stretching Feet,” and No. 24 “Colorful
Frogs.” In this group, each piece’s primary compositional trait is rhythmic, including
polymeter, multiple time signatures, altered tempos, and syncopation.
No. 5 “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs”
“Counting the Ducks’ Eggs” is a binary form piece which expresses a positive
happy mood. The opening features the lively character immediately with the slurs,
staccato, and a mezzo piano dynamic level. Next, the dynamic changes to a mezzo forte,
while the rhythm becomes more intense, resulting in increased energy. In addition, the
combination of the syncopated dissonant chord and sixteenth notes adds an element of
humor to the piece. Section A ends with an accented chord, which contrasts with the soft
opening of section B. Shortly after section B begins, the continuous sixteenth notes with a
molto crescendo make this section sound driving. At the end, all the excitement gradually
fades with diminuendo and ritardando.
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Table 3.13 No. 5 “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

Polymeter

Lively and spirited

Tempo

A: E Shang
B: A Shang
Time Signature

Andantino affettuoso

2/4

Form

Technical Considerations

Early advanced
Magrath Level 9-10
Musical Considerations

Binary Form
A (mm.1-17)
B (mm.18-34)

1. Hand position changes
frequently
2. Parallel intervals and
chords
3. Complicated rhythm
and meter

Level

1. Key signature
changes
2. Dissonant harmony

Compared with other original folk songs in this set, “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs”
is more familiar in China. The original folk song is from the Jiangsu province, which
appears as teaching material in the music method book of Jiangsu province. As illustrated
in figure 3.43, the original folk song features various rhythmic patterns in the time
signature of 2/4. Numbers 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6 represent notes G, A, B, D, and E. Thus, the
original folk song is in G Gong pentatonic mode, and the key signature is A Shang. In
Yao’s composition “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs,” he maintains the Gong mode but
changes the tonic note in the A section. Detailed information on the key signature can be
found in table 3.13.
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Figure 3.43. No. 5 “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs,” the original folk song in Chinese
music notation
The major compositional technique in “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs” is polymeter,
which means two or more meters occurring simultaneously. According to Yao, this
technique is used as a metaphor to depict the scene of involving children who cannot
count the ducks’ eggs correctly.71 In this piece, although the time signature is 2/4, it
includes several implicit beats. As depicted in figure 3.44, measures 1 to 6 can also be
heard in the time signature of 6/8. Moreover, the rhythmic relation between the main
melody and accompaniment is different in the A and B section. The main melody starts
first in the A section, and the accompaniment follows half a beat later. Conversely, the
main melody starts half a beat later than the accompaniment in the B section, forming a
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contrapuntal rhythmic relationship (see the red notation in figure 3.45). Through this
compositional technique, students can learn about polymeter and develop their counting
ability.

Figure 3.44. No. 5 “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs,” mm. 1-12

Figure 3.45. No. 5 “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs,” mm. 17-20
In “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs,” Yao changes the original melody by varying the
rhythm and tessitura. The main melody switches between voices in sections. In section A,
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there are several rhythmic changes. For instance, the rhythm is changed from two eight
notes into an eighth note with two sixteenth notes in measure 2. In addition, Yao changes
note E to D in measure 1 (see blue notation in figure 3.44).
“Counting the Ducks’ Eggs” is level 9-10 repertoire within the Magrath leveling
system, suitable for early advanced students. The foremost technical challenges include
hand position changes frequently, parallel intervals and chords, and complicated rhythm
and meter. The major musical challenges are key signature changes and dissonant
harmony.
“Counting the Ducks’ Eggs” requires strong technical control due to the frequent
hand position changes and parallel intervals and chords. From measures 1 to 6, the right
hand needs to change between different registers, while the left hand usually remains in
one hand position (see orange notation in figure 3.44). In measures 3 and 7, the middle C
and C# can be redistributed to the left hand to avoid wide stretches in the right hand (see
red notation in figure 3.44). Starting from measure 7, both hands include hand position
changes, calling for fine hand coordination. Moreover, the left hand executes parallel
intervals and chords, which is digitally demanding for the fingers (see red notation in
figure 3.44). Although section B includes fewer parallel intervals and chords, the wide
leaps in measures 25 to 27 require careful attention (see red notation in figure 3.46).

Figure 3.46. No. 5 “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs,” mm. 25-27
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Due to the major compositional trait, this piece features the complicated meter
and rhythm, calling for precise rhythmic control. Although this piece features implicit
meters, it is advised to practice the piece in 2/4 first and analyze the rhythmic relationship
between each voice. Besides the polymeter, “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs” also features
various rhythmic patterns, presenting a high requirement of rhythm counting ability and
finger control. For instance, from measures 7 to 12, there are small rhythmic subdivisions
with multi-voice and parallel intervals, calling for precise rhythmic and tonal control (see
figure 3.44). In measures 7 and 8, practicing the right or left-hand part with two hands
can help pianists figure out each voice’s rhythm and direction clearly.
The key signature changes and dissonant harmony are the major musical concerns
in “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs.” Section B involves key signature changes, requiring
pianists to be alert and sensitive to the main melody and harmony. The main melody
starts a half-beat later than the accompaniment, causing the musical phrases often to end
on the downbeat (see figure 3.45). Therefore, pianists need to avoid accenting the
downbeat note and phrase the main melody carefully. The dissonant harmony increases
the difficulty of voicing; this concern is amplified by the three-voice texture. Moreover,
the main theme changes between the top and middle voices frequently, which requires
pianists to present a clear and seamless melody line.
“Counting the Ducks’ Eggs” is a challenging repertoire due to its both technical
and musical aspects. The technical challenges are frequent hand position changes,
parallel intervals and chords, and complicated rhythm and meter. This piece requires
mature musicianship because of the rhythmic anomalies, key signature change, and
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dissonant harmony. In general, “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs” is an ideal piece for students
to develop strong finger and rhythmic control skills.
No. 6 “A Sparrow Song”
As the next piece of “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs,” “A Sparrow Song” also
features a lively character. In the opening, the use of grace notes and mezzo piano
contributes to the light character immediately. Next, the right hand executes the main
theme, while the left hand plays parallel intervals with a crescendo. Later, the main
melody begins to move between voices every two measures, creating a dialogue effect.
Although the piece ends with a diminuendo and piano, the dramatic dynamic changes and
staccato markings maintain the vivid character of the piece. Table 3.14 provides an
overview of “A Sparrow Song.”
Table 3.14 No. 6 “A Sparrow Song”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

Multiple time signatures
Tempo

E-flat Gong
Time Signature

Vivid and energetic
Level

Sostenendo largamente

3/4, 2/4, 1/4, 4/8, 3/8, and
5/8

Form

Technical Considerations

Late intermediate to
early advanced
Magrath Level 7
Musical Considerations

Through-composed form

1. Parallel fourths and
fifths with different
articulations
2. Small rhythmic
subdivisions

1. Meter changes
2. Overall cohesion

The original folk song is a choral folk song from Dong nationality. The lyrics
depict a scene of sparrow singing. As depicted in figure 3.47, the original folk song
features small rhythmic subdivisions and multiple time signatures. In the original folk
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song, numbers 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6 represent notes A, B, C#, D, E, and F#. Thus, the
original folk song is in D Gong six-note scale, and the key signature is D Gong. In Yao’s
composition “A Sparrow Song,” he maintains the Gong mode but changes the tonic note
to E-flat. Therefore, the key signature of “A Sparrow Song” is E-flat Gong.

Figure 3.47. No. 6 “A Sparrow Song,” the original folk song in Chinese music
notation
The use of multiple time signatures is the major compositional trait in “A Sparrow
Song,” which retains the time signature of the original folk song. Other than the time
signature in the original folk song, Yao added three time signatures 1/4, 4/8, and 3/8 to
“A Sparrow Song,” which enhances the concept of meter changes. In “Sparrow Song,”
the composer also changed the original folk song’s melody by varying the tessitura and
structure. The main melody starts in the top voice and switches between voices
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throughout the piece. Moreover, Yao added the segments of the main melody in measures
9 and 10 and repeats the original folk song’s second phrase from measures 11 to 18. The
multi time signatures allow the student to experience music with a freer rhythmic
treatment.
Compared with “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs,” “A Sparrow Song” is less
challenging due to the short length, thin texture, and repetitive patterns. “A Sparrow
Song” is suitable for late intermediate to early advanced students and it is level 7
repertoire within the Magrath leveling system. The major technical concerns include
parallel fourths and fifths are played in different articulations and small rhythmic
subdivisions. The main musical concerns include meter changes and overall cohesion.
“A Sparrow Song” features a large number of parallel fourths and fifths with
staccato, slurs, and accent markings, requiring strong fingers from the pianist. As shown
the red notation in figure 3.48, the parallel fifths with staccato markings in the left hand
requires a bright and crisp sound quality to suggest vivid character. The combination of
parallel intervals and slurs increases the voicing difficulty in the right-hand part.
Therefore, pianists need to present an appropriate balance between two voices in one
hand, which requires solid technical control. In addition, the accented parallel fourths in
measures 11 and 12 require precise tonal control to present the differences between
articulations (see red notation in figure 3.49).
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Figure 3.48. No. 6 “A Sparrow Song,” mm. 1-6

Figure 3.49. No. 6 “A Sparrow Song,” mm. 10-12
As with the original folk song’s rhythm, “A Sparrow Song” contains many small
rhythmic subdivisions, such as sixteenth and thirty-second notes. The combination of the
small rhythmic subdivisions and multiple time signatures increases the difficulty of
rhythmic control. In measures 1 to 8 consists solely of eighth and sixteenth notes, both
hands often play different rhythmic patterns (see figure 3.48). This requires fine hand
coordination to achieve even and accurate rhythm. In the second half of the piece, the
right-hand part includes a dotted sixteenth note with a thirty-second note rhythmic
pattern, calling for precise counting ability (see figure 3.49, m.10). Furthermore, this
rhythmic pattern is combined with big chords and a forte, requiring strong technical
control to avoid rushing and produce a full sonority.
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Meter changes and the overall cohesion of the piece are the two primary musical
concerns in “A Sparrow Song.” Frequent changes of time signatures require a fine sense
of timing, especially within the irregular time signatures. Moreover, occasional places
involve changes of time signature combined with tied notes (see blue notation in figure
3.48). This requires stable and precise pulsation from the pianist. In “A Sparrow Song,”
the main theme is alternating between voices frequently and presented in short musical
fragments. Short musical sentences can result in a vertical and incoherent melody line.
Thus, the overall cohesion of the piece is essential.
Although “A Sparrow Song” requires a strong rhythmic command, it is a
relatively accessible repertoire in this set due to its short length, moderate tempo, and
repetitive patterns. Students can develop solid finger through the parallel intervals of
different articulations while also improving their rhythmic control skills through the
small rhythmic subdivisions and meter changes. Moreover, presenting the overall
cohesion of the piece is an excellent practice in musicianship.
No. 19 “Clapping Hands and Stretching Feet”
“Clapping Hands and Stretching Feet” is a dramatic piece in binary form. The
opening starts peacefully with a piano and Adagio. The tempo gradually gets faster, while
the main melody is played with staccato and crescendo, producing a driving effect. In the
middle of the A section, the tempo becomes faster again with more sixteenth notes and
dotted notes, sounding more energetic and active. In section B, the tempo changes to
allegro while the dynamic remains at a mezzo forte. The main melody alternates between
the top and bass voices frequently, creating a dialogue effect. The ending features a

107

diminuendo and a tied dissonant chord, resulting in a lingering effect. Table 3.15 includes
an overview of “Clapping Hands and Stretching Feet.”
Table 3.15 No. 19 “Clapping Hands and Stretching Feet”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

Altered tempos
Tempo

E Gong
Time Signature

Driving and energetic
Level

Adagio – Andantino mosso –
Moderate – Allegro con brio

2/4 and 3/4

Early advanced
Magrath Level 10

Form

Technical Considerations

Musical Considerations

Binary form
A (mm.1-24)
B (mm.25-48)

1. Control multiple voices
with one hand
2. Various articulations
3. Complicated rhythm

1. Altered tempo and
meter changes
2. Dissonant harmony

The original folk song’s lyrics depict a scene in which children invite their friends
out to play together. As demonstrated in figure 3.50, the original folk song features tempo
and meter changes. The Chinese indications above measures 4, 12, and 16 mean “getting
faster.” Numbers 1, 2, 3, and 5 represent notes E, F#, G#, and B. Therefore, the original
folk song is in E Gong pentatonic mode, and the key signature is E Gong. In Yao’s
composition “Clapping hands and stretching feet,” he maintains the original folk song’s
mode and key signature.
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Figure 3.50. No. 19 “Clapping Hands and Stretching Feet,” the original folk song in
Chinese music notation
The major compositional trait in “Clapping Hands and Stretching Feet” is altered
tempos, which corresponds with the original folk song’s tempo changes and character.
There are four different tempos in “Clapping Hands and Stretching Feet,” including
adagio, andantino mosso, moderate, and allegro con brio. According to Yao, the tempo
changes reflect a scene of children playing and getting increasingly excited.72 Through

72

Henglu Yao, Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities (Shanghai: Shanghai
Conservatory of Music Press, 2017), 17.
109

this piece, students can acquire training in the tempo management ability and gain more
understanding of varied tempo markings.
In “Clapping Hands and Stretching Feet,” Yao changes the original folk song’s
melody by varying the tessitura, rhythm, articulation, and structure. The main melody is
switched between three voices with different articulations, including staccato, slur, and
accent markings (see red notation in figure 3.51). Yao changes the original folk song’s
rhythm into four sixteenth notes and a dotted eight-sixteenth rhythm in measure 16 (see
blue notation in figure 3.52). In section A, Yao states the main melody completely and
repeats the last four measures of the original folk song at the end of the section. The B
section does not include the full main theme of the original folk song, but only includes
the motive “B-E-E” of the main theme in different tessituras (see red notation in 3.53).

Figure 3.51. No. 19 “Clapping Hands and Stretching Feet,” mm. 1-7
“Clapping Hands and Stretching Feet” is suitable for early advanced students, and
it is a challenging piece from both technical and musical aspects. The technical
considerations contain control multiple voices with one hand, various articulations, and
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complicated rhythm. The major musical considerations are altered tempo, meter changes,
and dissonant harmony.

Figure 3.52. No. 19 “Clapping Hands and Stretching Feet,” mm. 14-19

Figure 3.53. No. 19 “Clapping Hands and Stretching Feet,” mm. 29-32
“Clapping Hands and Stretching Feet” is in a three-voice texture, requiring both
hands to play multiple voices simultaneously. This technical challenge is amplified by the
altered tempo and various articulations of the piece. In section A, the main melody is
switched between the top and middle voices and need to be played by the right hand,
demanding technical skill (see red notation in figure 3.51). Furthermore, the register of
the two voices is very close and features different articulations, calling for independent
finger to present a precise tonal control (see figure 3.51). The B section is more
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technically demanding due to the allegro con brio tempo. Both hands need to change
hand positions frequently and play two voices simultaneously, requiring careful technical
preparation and practice (see figure 3.53).
Complicated rhythm is another technical challenge in “Clapping Hands and
Stretching Feet.” Pianists are acquired to play different rhythmic patterns simultaneously,
necessitating fine hand coordination. For instance, each voice features a different rhythm
from measures 29 to 36, and the right hand needs to play different rhythms at the same
time (see figure 3.53). Moreover, this piece includes unusual rhythms, such as downbeat
rest, sixteenth note with a dotted eighth note, and tied notes across the bar line (see
orange notation in figure 3.51 and 3.52). This requires precise rhythmic control from the
pianist.
The foremost musical challenges in “Clapping Hands and Stretching Feet” are
altered tempos, meter changes, and dissonant harmony. The combination of altered
tempos and meter changes requires a fine sense of timing. In order to present the smooth
transitions and mood changes, pianists need to pace the different tempos carefully. The
time signature changes almost every measure in the second half of the A section, calling
for strong rhythmic command. In addition, pianists need to bring out the main melody
through dissonant harmony and sophisticated texture, which requires strong
musicianship. As depicted in figure 3.51, the multi-voice texture needs adept voicing.
The main melody line can easily be interrupted by the sixteenth notes of the middle and
top voices. Given that those also involve dissonant harmony, the difficulty of voicing and
listening is further increased.
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“Clapping Hands and Stretching Feet” is level 10 repertoire within the Magrath
leveling system. The combination of various technical and musical requirements makes
this piece especially challenging. Pianists need to have the technical skill to control the
multiple voices, various articulations, and complicated rhythms in different tempos.
Moreover, the altered tempo and dissonant harmony require mature musicianship from
the pianist.
No. 24 “Colorful Frogs”
As the last piece of this set and this group, “Colorful Frogs” presents a vivid and
humorous character for listeners. The right hand states the main melody stably in the
opening, while the left hand executes a syncopation pattern with accents. Next, both
hands play the syncopated dissonant chord with a crescendo, depicting the hopping of
frogs. In the middle of the A section, the main melody switches between the top and bass
lines and becomes more obscured due to the dissonant harmony and complicated rhythm.
Section B features a richer sonority with the intensive rhythm and frequent accents. Near
to the end, the main melody is restated in the top voice with staccato articulation. Finally,
the syncopated dissonant chords ascend with a crescendo, which is the climax of the
piece. Table 3.16 provides an overview of “Colorful Frogs.”
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Table 3.16 No. 24 “Colorful Frogs”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

Syncopation
Tempo

E Zhi
Time Signature

Vivid and Humorous
Level

Con brio

2/4

Early advanced
Magrath Level 10

Form

Technical Considerations

Musical Considerations

1. Shifting of registers
2. Wide stretches
3. Complicated rhythm

1. Dissonant harmony
2. Overall cohesion

Binary Form
A (mm.1-23)
B (mm. 24-45)

The original folk song’s lyrics describe frogs vividly. For instance, the lyrics
describe the frog’s eyes as light bulbs and its mouth like a water scoop. As illustrated in
figure 3.54, the original folk song is in the time signature of 2/4. Also, the original folk
song includes many rests, which are represented by the number 0. Numbers 1, 2, 3, 5, 6
represent notes C, D, E, G, and A. Therefore, the original folk song is in C Gong
pentatonic scale, and the key signature is G Zhi. In Yao’s composition “Colorful Frogs,”
the composer maintains the Gong mode but changes the tonic note to A. Thus, “Colorful
Frogs” is in A Gong mode, and the key signature is E Zhi.
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Figure 3.54. No. 24 “Colorful Frogs,” the original folk song in Chinese music
notation
Syncopation is the major compositional trait in “Colorful Frogs.” In “Colorful
Frogs,” Yao maintains most of the original folk song’s rhythm and adds the syncopated
rhythm into the other two voices. According to Yao, the other two voices use syncopation
in different rhythmic values, and the difference between the main melody and
syncopation background creates a great contrast (see figure 3.55).73 As syncopation is
common in music, it is valuable for students to experience this in different settings
through study of this piece.

73

Henglu Yao, Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities (Shanghai: Shanghai
Conservatory of Music Press, 2017), 21.
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Figure 3.55. No. 24 “Colorful Frogs,” mm. 1-4
In “Colorful Frogs,” Yao varies the original folk song’s melody by changing the
tessitura, rhythm, and structure. The main melody mostly maintains in the top line in
section A and switches to the bass line for few measures (see red notation in figure 3.56).
Yao changes the original folk song’s rhythm into quarter notes in measures 13,14, 21,
and 23 (see blue notation in figure 3.56). The main melody alternates between voices
every measure at the beginning of the B section (see red notation in figure 3.57). Yao also
adds several transitional measures into this piece, including measures 5 to 8 and measures
29 to 30.
“Colorful Frogs” is level 10 repertoire within the Magrath leveling system,
suitable for early advanced students. Although the tempo is stable and not fast, the
combination of various technical and musical challenges makes this piece very
demanding. The primary technical challenges are shifting of registers, wide stretches, and
complicated rhythm. The major musical challenges include dissonant harmony and
overall cohesion.
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Figure 3.56. No. 24 “Colorful Frogs,” mm. 9-16

Figure 3.57. No. 24 “Colorful Frogs,” mm. 25-32
“Colorful Frogs” features frequent shifting between registers, especially in the
left-hand part, requiring strong technical control. In addition, this piece involves wide
stretches due to the big chords in both hands. In the first half of the A section, both hands
mostly remain in one hand position. Although the left-hand part features parallel sixths
that are notated with accent and staccato markings, the slow tempo and rests make it
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more accessible for the pianist (see figure 3.55). Beginning in measure 9, the left hand
switches between registers constantly within two octaves, requiring strong technical skills
in moving between registers accurately (see gold notation in figure 3.56). In section B,
the technical challenges are mainly in the right-hand part. The accented big chords,
octaves with grace notes, and hand position changes require supple wrists and finger
facility from the pianist (see blue notation in figure 3.57).
Complicated rhythm is another technical issue in “Colorful Frogs.” The middle
and bass voices feature syncopation in varied rhythmic values, which can result in
instability of pulse and rushing (see red notation in figure 3.55). This requires precise
rhythmic control from the pianist. Moreover, the rhythm between voices is often
interlaced, and the right hand plays different rhythms simultaneously. Refer to figure 3.55
and 3.70. Failure to control the complicated rhythm can result in unclear main melody
lines and uncertain sense of rhythm.
The major musical challenges in “Colorful Frog” are dissonant harmony and
overall cohesion. Although the harmony is relatively less dissonant in section A,
measures 14 to 20 require careful attention. The main melody switches to the left hand
with a diminuendo, while the right hand plays dissonant chords with accent markings. It
is important to maintain the main melody clearly within a soft dynamic range without
losing the vivid character. In section B, the main melody alternates between voices with a
more dissonant harmony. Pianists need to present a seamless and clear main melody,
requiring mature musicianship. The combination of syncopation and dissonant harmony
can result in a separation of the main melody and other materials. Careful artistic
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preparation will allow the main melody to be highlighted while remaining unified with
the rest of the materials.
“Colorful Frogs” is an ideal piece for exploring syncopation. Through this piece,
students can experience different kinds of syncopation while developing independent
finger and hand coordination. In addition, this piece provides a vivid picture of frogs
through various rhythms and articulations, which provides an opportunity for students to
develop their imaginations.
Unlike the first two groups, the pieces of this group all emphasize energy and
excitement. The major technical and musical challenges are related to the complicated
rhythm and meter, including meter changes and small rhythmic subdivisions. Other
technical concerns include various articulations, wide leaps, frequent hand position
changes, and parallel chords. In addition to meter changes, the dissonant harmony is
another general musical concern, which occurs in almost every piece. In terms of the
difficulty level, most of the pieces, with the exception of “Sparrow Song,” are in level 910.
Group 4 (Style)
There are only three pieces in group four, “White Moon,” “Goose,” and “AH LI
LI.” Yao incorporates different musical styles for each piece, providing an ideal
opportunity for students to experience and learn musical styles.
No. 11 “White Moon”
“White Moon” is a passacaglia with a lyrical melody. The piece starts with a
peaceful main melody in the bass line, while the right hand plays eighth and sixteenth
notes. In the first variation, the texture changes to three voices at an mezzo piano. The use

119

of dissonant chords and staccato markings results in a rich sonority. The first key
signature change occurs in the second variation with intense continuous sixteenth notes,
sounding busier and more active. Another key signature change occurs in the third
variation with a forte. The last variation returns to the original key signature with various
articulations, including accent, staccato, and slur, contributing to a lively character. In the
end, the dotted sixteenth notes and dissonant chords slow down with a crescendo at the
climax of the piece. Table 3.17 includes an overview of “White Moon.”
Table 3.17 No. 11 “White Moon”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

Passacaglia Style

B Yu – E Yu – A Yu – B
Yu
Time Signature

Peaceful and lively

Con grande espress –
Cantabile – a tempo

2/4 and 3/4

Early advanced
Magrath Level 9

Form

Technical Considerations

Musical Considerations

Tempo

Variation Form
Theme (mm. 1-6)
Variation 1 (mm. 7-12)
Variation 2 (mm. 13-18)
Variation 3 (mm. 19-24)
Variation 4 (mm. 25-32)

Level

1. Frequent hand position
1. Bass line changes in
changes in right hand
three different tonal
2. Parallel intervals with
centers
staccato
2. Voicing
3. Meter changes and small
subdivided rhythms

The original folk song is a lullaby only six measures in length. As depicted in
figure 3.58, the original folk song features simple rhythms and meter changes. Numbers
1, 3, 5, and 6 represent notes D, F#, A, and B. The original folk song is in D Gong
pentatonic scale, and the key signature is B Yu. In Yao’s composition “White Moon,” he
maintains the original folk song’s mode and key signature in the theme and the first and
last variations. Yao maintains the original folk song’s mode in the second and third
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variations but changes the tonic note. The detailed key information of “White Moon” can
be found in table 3.17.

Figure 3.58. No. 11 “White Moon,” the original folk song in Chinese music notation
The passacaglia in “White Moon” uses the melody of the folk song as a thematic
bass line. Meanwhile, four variations are presented in the upper voice parts, which are
varied by changing key signatures, rhythmic patterns, articulations, and textures. This
compositional trait allows students to experience the passacaglia that includes Chinese
folk materials.
“White Moon” is suitable for early advanced students. The primary technical
challenges include frequent hand position changes, parallel intervals with staccato, meter
changes, and small subdivided rhythms. This piece is also musically challenging due to
the frequent changes of the tonal center and voicing. The combination of these technical
and musical challenges makes “White Moon” quite difficult despite its brevity.
The frequent hand position changes and parallel intervals mostly occur in the
right-hand part since the left hand executes the thematic bass line. Although the opening
is the most accessible part of the piece due to the thin texture and simple rhythms, some
hand-position changes in the right-hand part require careful attention. In the first
variation, the right hand executes parallel thirds and sixths with staccato markings,
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calling for a firm fingers to produce a well-controlled sound quality (see red notation in
figure 3.59). Moreover, the combination of the melodic octaves and tied notes requires
action from the wrist (see gold notation in figure 3.59). The second variation features
continuous sixteenth notes move up and down by a second, resulting in constant handposition changes (see red notation in figure 3.60). A careful fingering can result in a
stable hand position. The last two variations show a high requirement of technical control
due to the parallel seconds and sixths, staccato and accent markings, and hand position
changes (see red notation in figure 3.61). Pianists need to move quickly and precisely
while differentiating the articulation clearly.

Figure 3.59. No. 11 “White Moon,” mm. 8-11

Figure 3.60. No. 11 “White Moon,” mm. 15-18
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Figure 3.61. No. 11 “White Moon,” mm. 26-32
Meter changes and small subdivided rhythms are the other two technical
challenges in “White Moon.” The meter changes appear in the first and third variations
with downbeat sixteenth note rests, resulting in instability of pulse and a tendency to
accent the following note (see blue notation in figures 3.59 and 3.60). This requires
strong tonal and rhythmic control from the pianist. Each variation’s upper voices feature
various unusual rhythms and need to be played with one hand, requiring solid technical
skill to control the balance of voices with accurate rhythms. Fortunately, the rhythm of
each variation is patterned, and the rhythm of the left-hand part is repetitive. In this case,
small unit or sectional practice will be extremely helpful.
“White Moon” is musically challenging due to the frequent changes of the key
signature and dissonant harmony. The key signature changes a total of three times in this
piece. Pianists need to have a big picture of the layout of different key signatures and be
sensitive to changes in harmony. The dissonant harmony increases the difficulty of
listening to the main theme and the voicing. In addition, the accompaniment of the right-
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hand part is often in a high register with various articulation markings. Therefore, an
appropriate textural balance and attentive listening are essential, requiring artistic insight.
“White Moon” is level 9 repertoire within the Magrath leveling system. Students
can better understand the passacaglia style through this piece while developing various
technical and musical skills. It is a highly useful piece for development of tonal and
rhythmic control. Moreover, frequent changes of the key signature and dissonant
harmony allow students to experience a contemporary style.
No. 12 “Goose”
As the next piece of “White Moon,” “Goose” features a similar style, a lyrical
piece in Chaconne style. In the main theme, the melody starts one measure before the
accompaniment with a mezzo piano. While the lyrical melody continues in the top line,
the accompaniment’s chordal writing provides harmonic support, resulting in a rich
sonority. After a soft ending of the main theme part, the first variation starts with a mezzo
forte. The interlaced rhythm between voices and dissonant harmony makes the main
melody less apparent. The second variation includes a beautiful and flowing main melody
in the top voice with a mezzo piano. The last variation is the climax of the piece with the
continuous sixteenth notes and big chords with a forte. Finally, the piece ends peacefully
with a ritardando and diminuendo. Table 3.18 includes an overview of “Goose.”
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Table 3.18 No. 12 “Goose”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

Chaconne
Tempo

G Yu
Time Signature

Lyrical and colorful
Level

Adagio florid

2/4

Early advanced
Magrath Level 8-9

Form

Technical Considerations

Musical Considerations

Variation Form
Theme (mm. 1-8)
Variation 1 (mm. 9-15)
Variation 2 (mm. 16-22)
Variation 3 (mm. 23-31)

1. Wide stretches in both
Voicing
hands
2. Frequent changes of the
hand position
3. Complicated rhythm

The original folk song describes a scene of children watching the geese flying in
the sky. As illustrated in figure 3.62, the original folk song consists of notes on only three
pitches in the time signature of 2/4. Numbers 1, 3, and 6 represent note C, E, A. Thus, the
original folk song is in C Gong pentatonic mode, and the key signature is C Gong. In
Yao’s composition “Goose,” he changes the mode to B-flat mode and the key signature is
G Yu.

Figure 3.62. No. 12 “Goose,” the original folk song in Chinese music notation
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“Goose” is a chaconne that includes three variations. According to Yao, the three
variations are based on the original melody and varied with different textures and
melodies.74 In addition, both the main theme and variations feature a descending stepwise
bassline, presenting the chaconne style clearly (see red notation in figure 3.63 and 3.64).
If both “Goose” and “White Moon” are studied together, students are able to learn about
the chaconne and understand the differences between the passacaglia and chaconne style
through this pair of pieces.

Figure 3.63. No. 12 “Goose,” mm. 1-4

Figure 3.64. No. 12 “Goose,” mm. 9-14

74

Henglu Yao, Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities (Shanghai: Shanghai
Conservatory of Music Press, 2017), 10.
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The difficulty level of “Goose” is about the same as “White Moon.” “Goose” is
level 8-9 repertoire within the Magrath leveling system, suitable for early advanced
students. The major technical concerns include wide stretches, frequent hand position
changes, and complicated rhythm. The primary musical concern in “White Moon” is
voicing due to the complex texture and dissonant harmony.
The hand stretches and frequent hand position changes contribute to the overall
technical difficulty of the piece. In the opening, the main melody is stated in the top voice
with chordal accompaniment. There are few big chords in the left hand that can cause
hand stretches, requiring careful attention and technical preparation (see orange notation
in figure 3.63). In the first variation, the middle voice is played by two hands alternately,
resulting in hand position changes in the left hand and stretches in the right hand (see
blue notation in figure 3.64). Furthermore, the chords in the right hand occur with the
grace notes, requiring finger independence in playing the grace notes with a subtle and
precise sonority (see gold notation in figure 3.64). The texture of the second variation is
similar to the main theme but involves a wide range between voices, which causes wide
leaps and hand stretches (see red notation in figure 3.65). Therefore, pianists need to
determine which hand plays the middle voice during practice carefully. In the last
variation, the right hand plays two voices that feature continuous sixteenth notes and
chords, requiring solid technical control (see figure 3.66). Fortunately, the left hand
executes a descending stepwise bass line without much hand movement.
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Figure 3.65. No. 12 “Goose,” mm. 15-18

Figure 3.66. No. 12 “Goose,” mm. 25-27
The complicated rhythm is another technical challenge in “Goose.” Although the
rhythm of the bass line is simple and repetitive, the upper voices of each variation feature
different rhythmic patterns, necessitating precise rhythmic control. Moreover, one hand
often needs to handle two different rhythms, increasing the technical difficulty. In the
first variation, the rhythm of the top and middle voices is interlaced with small rhythmic
subdivisions and downbeat rests, requiring solid technical control to avoid rushing (see
figure 3.64). Although the second variation does not involve rests and features
straightforward rhythms, each voice features a different rhythmic pattern. As in the first
variation, the last variation also involves interlaced rhythm, small rhythmic subdivisions,
and downbeat rests (see figure 3.66). These complicated rhythms present a high
requirement of technical and rhythmic control.
The dissonant harmony and varied melodies increase the difficulty of voicing in
“Goose.” Based on the original folk song’s melody, each variation includes a different
melody and style. Therefore, it is essential to analyze each variation’s main melody and
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characteristic in detail during practice. Otherwise, each variation will lack clarity and
individuality. The descending stepwise bassline is also important. The proper balance
between the voices can present a colorful effect without losing the main melody line.
The combination of various technical and musical requirements makes “Goose”
challenging. Pianists need strong hand coordination to handle the hand stretches, frequent
hand position changes, and complicated rhythms. Due to the contrapuntal texture and
unusual harmony, this piece also requires musical maturity and sensitivity from the
pianist. In general, “Goose” is an ideal repertoire for teaching chaconne style while
training various technical and musical skills.
No. 21 “Ah Li Li”
Compared with this group’s first two pieces, “Ah Li Li” is unique in both musical
style and character. “Ah Li Li” is in toccata style in binary form. The energy of the piece
is reflected in the tempo, dynamic, and articulation. Section A presents the playful
character immediately with the dialogue and contrasts between hands. The right hand
executes an octave in the high register with a slur, followed by repeated notes with
staccato in the low register. In the second half of section A, the dynamic suddenly
changes from mezzo forte to piano. Next, both hands play melodic octaves upwards with
a crescendo, creating a powerful effect. The dialogue between hands continues in section
B. The right-hand plays the repeated notes, while the left hand executes the thirtyseconds notes that moving upwards. This section sounds more animated due to the forte
and high register. Finally, both hands execute parallel seconds and sevenths with a
crescendo, leading the piece to the climax. Table 3.19 includes an overview of “Ah Li
Li.”
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Table 3.19 No. 21 “Ah Li Li”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

Toccata Style
Tempo

D Yu
Time Signature

Playful and Energetic
Level

Deciso

2/4

Early advanced
Magrath Level 10

Form

Technical Considerations

Musical Considerations

Binary Form
A (mm.1-16)
B (mm.17-30)

1. Melodic octaves
1. Convey the
2. Frequent changes of the
appropriate character
hand position
through various
3. Repeated identical
articulations and
notes
dynamics
2. Steady tempo

The original folk song is from the Naxi nationality and features simple rhythm
and energetic character. The lyrics describe a cheerful scene of people farming in the
spring. As depicted in figure 3.67, the folk song is in the time signature of 2/4. Numbers
1, 2, 3, 5, and 6 represent notes A, B, C#, E, and F#. According to the ending note, the
folk song is in A Gong pentatonic mode, and the key signature is F# Yu. In Yao’s
composition “AH LI LI,” the composer maintains the Gong mode but changes the tonic
note from A to F. Thus, “AH LI LI” is in F Gong mode, and the key signature is D Yu.
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Figure 3.67. No. 21 “Ah Li Li,” the original folk song in Chinese music notation
Toccata style is the major compositional trait in “Ah Li Li,” which corresponds
with the original folk song’s character. Instead of fully stating the original folk song’s
melody in “Ah Li Li,” Yao only uses the first half of the original folk song with different
figurations. Yao also varies the first half of the original folk song by changing the
tessitura and rhythm. As illustrated in the blue notation in figure 3.68, the left hand plays
the segments from the original folk song, and the right hand executes octaves with the
slur. Students an become acquainted with toccata through study of this piece, a
significant style in music learning.
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Figure 3.68. No. 21 “Ah Li Li,” mm. 1-7
“Ah Li Li” is level 10 repertoire within the Magrath leveling system, suitable for
early advanced students. The major technical challenges in “Ah Li Li” include melodic
octaves, frequent hand position changes, and repeated notes. These technical concerns are
compounded by the musical challenges of maintaining a steady tempo and conveying the
appropriate character through various articulations and dynamics.
In “Ah Li Li,” the melodic octaves often occur along with the hand position
changes. The beginning of the piece involves both technical issues. The right hand plays
melodic octaves with a slur in first two measures, which requires wrist rotation and
flexibility (see red notation in figure 3.68). Starting from measure 3, both hands have
frequent position changes, while the left-hand part requires finger substitution (see red
notation in figure 3.68). In the second half of section A, both hands execute alternating,
upward, melodic octaves, which requires strong technical control to allow a smooth
connection between hands. The hand positions are relatively stable at the beginning of
section B. However, starting from measure 21, both hands have frequent movements
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within different registers (see red notation in figure 3.69). Control and precision are
essential in executing this passage successfully.

Figure 3.69. No. 21 “Ah Li Li,” mm. 19-24
The repeated-note figures are notated with different articulations, requiring clear
definition. In section A, the repeated notes mostly appear in the low register with staccato
markings (see gold notation in figure 3.68). Careful tonal control is required to maintain
evenness and avoid accentuation. In section B, the repeated notes mainly occur in the
high register and without articulation markings, requiring finger facility and different
touches to present the differences with previous repeated notes (see the blue notation in
figure 3.69).
The foremost musical challenges in “Ah Li Li” are the maintenance of steady
tempo and defining of character. In “Ah Li Li,” the small rhythm subdivisions and
repeated notes can result in rushing and pulse instability, necessitating strong tempo
control from the pianist. Practicing with a larger unit of pulse and rhythm will help the
tempo to become unified and stable. The various dynamics and articulations contribute to
the colorful and energetic character of the piece. However, it is challenging for pianists to
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convey the character consistently through the various changes. For instance, the
combination of forte and octaves can result in an aggressive sound easily. If the pianist
lacks imagination and strong musicianship, the repeated notes without articulation can
sound stiff and boring.
“Ah Li Li” is a short but effective repertoire for early advanced students learning
toccata style. Through this piece, students are able to develop strong, agile fingertips and
mature musicianship. The fast tempo and repeated notes show a high requirement of
technical control. The shifting of registers, melodic octaves, and articulations require
independent finger and solid tonal control. In addition, students need to consistently
present the vivid character through different articulations and dynamics, requiring
musical sensitivity.
Although this group includes only three pieces, it includes a wide variety of
musical characters, musical styles, and technical and musical skills. Both “White Moon”
and “Goose” are related to counterpoint and features a lively character with a lyrical
melody, while “Ah Li Li” is a toccata that is full of excitement. Due to the contrapuntal
style, “White Moon” and “Goose” show a high requirement of textural balance, tonal
control, and voicing. “Ah Li Li” requires strong technical skill to execute the repeated
notes accurately within a fast tempo. Compared with other groups, this group’s difficulty
level is less diverse. “Goose” is level 8-9, “White Moon” is level 9, and “Ah Li Li” is
level 10.
Group 5 (Chinese Instruments)
Group five includes only two pieces. The unifying factor in group five is Chinese
instruments. Yao incorporates the character of the Sheng (a Chinese woodwind

134

instrument) into “Happy Shepherd Boy,” and the musical structure and style of “Ding
Ding Dang” is inspired by Chinese percussion instruments.
No. 14 “Happy Shepherd Boy”
The major compositional trait in “Happy Shepherd Boy” is pedal with Chinese
Sheng. Sheng is a traditional Chinese woodwind instrument that often sustains multiple
notes at the same time. “Happy Shepherd Boy” is a melodic piece in one-part form. In the
opening, the right hand plays six notes one by one slowly at a piano dynamic. The tied
notes are held for an entire measure, creating a soothing effect. Next, both hands
alternately execute the same melodic pattern in different registers, presenting a dialogue
between voices. With the dynamic changes to a mezzo forte, the main melody states in
the top voice and is accompanied by the other two voices. The accompaniment features
unusual harmony and tied notes, making the piece sounds dissonant and creating a
lingering effect. Later, the main melody changes to the bass line and stays until the end.
Finally, the piece ends peacefully with a ritardando. Table 3.20 provides an overview of
“Happy Shepherd Boy.”
Table 3.20 No. 14 “Happy Shepherd Boy”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

Pedal with Chinese Sheng
Tempo

D Yu
Time Signature

Lyrical and peaceful
Level

Dim e allarg.

2/4 and 4/4

Form

Technical Considerations

Late intermediate
Magrath level 7
Musical Considerations

One-part form

1. Each voice features
different rhythm
2. Tied notes sustain over
the barline

135

1. Textural balance
2. Changes of the time
signature and tempo

The original folk song depicts pastoral scenery and expresses a leisurely feeling.
As depicted in figure 3.70, the original folk song is in the time signature of 2/4. Numbers
1, 2, 3, 5, and 6 represent notes F, G, A, C, and D. Therefore, the original folk song is in
F Gong mode, and the key signature is D Yu. In Yao’s composition’s “Happy Shepherd
Boy,” he maintains the original folk songs’ mode and key signature.

Figure 3.70. No. 14 “Happy Shepherd Boy,” the original folk song in Chinese music
notation
The Sheng effect corresponds with the peaceful character of the original folk
song. In order to present the Sheng effect, this piece is in polyphonic texture and features
notes of long duration, tied notes, and legato. Through this composition, students can
learn about the Chinese instrument Sheng while developing different technical and
musical skills.
In “Happy Shepherd Boy,” Yao states and repeats the first half of the original folk
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song. Yao also various the original folk song’s melody by changing rhythm and tessitura.
The first statement of the main melody is from measures 9 to 19 in the top voice (see red
notation in figure 3.72, mm.13-15). The second statement of the main melody is from
measures 20 to 31, and the main melody changes to the bass line (see red notation in
figure 3.71). Yao changes the rhythm of the original folk song’s eighth measure, which
corresponds with the rhythm changes in measures 16 and 27 of the “Happy Shepherd
Boy” (see blue notation in figure 3.72).

Figure 3.71. No. 14 “Happy Shepherd Boy,” mm. 21-23

Figure 3.72. No. 14 “Happy Shepherd Boy,” mm. 13-16
“Happy Shepherd Boy” is suitable for late intermediate students. Compared with
other pieces in this set, the technical skill of “Happy Shepherd Boy” is less demanding,
while the musical skill is the primary concern. The major technical concerns are limited
to textural balance and tied notes sustaining over the barline. The foremost musical
concerns are textural balance and changes of the time signature and tempo.
From the technical aspect, the textural balance requires a solid finger to bring out
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the main melody and present a fine balance between voices. Although “Happy Shepherd
Boy” features a slow tempo, the tied notes sustain over the barline require strong
rhythmic control to maintain pulse at a slow tempo. The opening includes these two
technical issues immediately. Both hands need to control multi-voices since the texture
shifts between four and five voices (see figure 3.73). Pianists need to present the layer
and echo effect between each voice, requiring independent fingers. Furthermore, the
combination of tied and dotted notes needs accurate counting, especially within multiple
voices. From measure 9 to the end, the texture changes to three voices with less
complicated rhythms. However, this part requires pianists to maintain a smooth melodic
line while holding the long note values with one hand (see red notation in figure 3.72).

Figure 3.73. No. 14 “Happy Shepherd Boy,” mm. 1-3
The textural balance is a musical challenge in “Happy Shepherd Boy,” which
requires musical sensitivity. Although there is no main melody in the opening, it is
crucial to present the echo and dialogue effect between voices. Therefore, pianists need to
be clear about each voice’s motion and present sophisticated colors between voices. From
measure 9, the harmony becomes relatively more dissonant than the opening, which
makes it difficult for pianists to keep listening to the main melody. Due to the tied notes,
this piece also calls for sustaining the main melody line with long note values.
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Another musical concern in “Happy Shepherd Boy” is the changes in the time
signature and tempo. This musical challenge is amplified by a large number of tied notes
of the piece. The fermata markings in measure 8 allow pianists to prepare the tempo
change in the following part. The tempo becomes slightly faster from measure 9, while
the time signature alternates between 2/4 and 4/4 constantly (see blue notation in figure
3.71). In order to present the natural tempo changes, a fine sense of timing control is
essential.
“Happy Shepherd Boy” is one of the most accessible pieces in this set, and it is
level 7 repertoire within the Magrath leveling system. “Happy Shepherd Boy” is an ideal
piece for students developing rhythmic control and a fine sense of timing. In addition, the
polyphonic texture requires mature musicianship to manage the textural balance. Last but
not least, this piece allows students to learn about the Sheng and enriches their music
learning experience.
No. 16 “Ding Ding Dang”
The major compositional trait in “Ding Ding Dang” is Golden Chinese Olive. The
term Golden Chinese Olive is a name of constructional way of rhythm for percussion
instruments in Zhejiang province. “Ding Ding Dang” is an energetic piece in binary form.
The piece starts with a dissonant chord marked with accent and forte, showing the
powerful character immediately. The dissonant chords continue in a regular rhythmic
pattern of eighth and quarter notes, and the dynamic becomes softer gradually. Next, the
main melody starts in the top voice with a piano and gets more excited due to the
crescendo and accent markings. Although the harmony is dissonant, the top voice
maintains the main melody until the end, which is easy to follow for listeners. In addition,
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the piece features frequent rests, dramatic dynamic changes, and accent markings,
creating a percussive sound effect. Finally, the continuous sixteenth notes and a sfz chord
lead the piece to a powerful end. The following table 3.21 provides an overview of “Ding
Ding Dang.”
Table 3.21 No. 16 “Ding Ding Dang”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

Golden Chinese Olive
Proportional Symmetry
Tempo

A Yu

Excited and Powerful

Time Signature

Level

Mysteriously

2/4 and 3/4

Form

Technical Considerations

Early advanced
Magrath level 8-9
Musical Considerations

A (mm.1-13)
B (mm.14-56)
A1 (mm.57-61)

1. One hand plays two
voices with slur and
staccato
2. Hand stretches
3. Fast tempo

1. Dissonant harmony
2. Unusual pulsation

The original folk song is from Zhejiang province, and the lyrics describe the
scenic spots and historical sites in Zhejiang province. As depicted in figure 3.74, the
original folk song features a simple rhythmic pattern in the time signature of 2/4.
Numbers 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6 represent notes C, D, E, G, and A. Therefore, the original folk
song is in C Gong pentatonic mode, and the key signature is E Jue. In Yao’s composition
“Ding Ding Dang,” Yao maintains the C Gong mode but expands to the C Gong sevennote mode. Also, Yao changes the key signature to A Yu in “Ding Ding Dang.”
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Figure 3.74. No. 16 “Ding Ding Dang,” the original folk song in Chinese music
notation
The Golden Chinese Olive builds beat numbers gradually increases and decreases
in a certain portion, forming the symmetry pattern with two small ends and a large middle
part (see figure 3.75).
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From measures 1 to 13, the sequence of the beat numbers is 1-2-3-5-8-2 (see red

notation in figure 3.76). From measures 14 to 56, Yao constructs a symmetrical pattern in
the beat numbers: 2-3-5-5-8-13-13-8-5-5-3-2-1 (see red notation in figure 3.77). Finally,
the piece ends with the sequence of 3-2-1 in the last five measures (see red notation in
3.77). Through this compositional trait, students can learn a special way to construct
music by using unique symmetrical principles and get inspired to explore more musical
knowledge in the future.
Due to the unique compositional trait, Yao does not use the traditional musical
form in “Ding Ding Dang”. According to Yao, the A section is the epitome of the B
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Henglu Yao, Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities (Shanghai: Shanghai
Conservatory of Music Press, 2017), 14.
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section, and A1 section is a recap of the A section. 76 The measure number of each section
can be found in table 3.21. Also, Yao states the complete original folk song in “Ding
Ding Dang,” while it also includes repetitions of the motives from the original folk song.

Figure 3.75. No. 16 “DING DING DANG,” the Golden Chinese Olive symmetry
pattern

Figure 3.76. No. 16 “DING DING DANG,” mm. 5-12

76

In a conversation with me on July 6, 2021, Henglu Yao confirmed that this
piece is not in a traditional musical form.
142

Figure 3.77. No. 16 “Ding Ding Dang,” mm. 54-61
“Ding Ding Dang” is suitable for early advanced students, and it is level 8-9
repertoire with the Magrath leveling system. “Ding Ding Dang” is challenging due to the
tempo, rhythm, structure, and harmony. Finger independence is major technical
consideration: one hand plays two voices with slur and staccato, and with a stretched
hand, all at a fast tempo. The primary musical considerations are dissonant harmony and
unusual pulsation.
“Ding Ding Dang” requires the right hand plays two voices with slur and staccato,
requiring finger independence. Also, the right hand needs to play different articulations
occasionally, increasing the technical difficulty. As illustrated in figure 3.76, the right
hand executes two voices with slurs from measures 6 to 8, and the two voices feature
different articulations from measures 8 to 12. This requires the right hand to control two
contrasting elements simultaneously. A clear tonal definition is essential. In the B
section, the articulation changes between slur and staccato frequently, calling for supple
wrist and finger facility (see figure 3.78).
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Figure 3.78. No. 16 “Ding Ding Dang,” mm. 22-26
The hand stretches and fast tempo are the other two technical challenges in “Ding
Ding Dang.” Due to the multi-voice texture and big chords, both hands involve wide
stretches, such as octaves and ninths. Careful technical preparation can retain textural
balance and avoid injury. It is worth mentioning that in a few measures that feature wide
intervals in the right hand (see gold notation in figure 3.78), pianists can roll the interval
or play the middle voice with the left hand. The tempo marking is 88 beats per minute,
which is especially challenging for playing the big chords and changing hand positions.
Pianists need to present the chords with solid tone color and high accuracy, calling for
strong muscle memory. In this case, a wise fingering and small unit practice will be
extremely helpful.
The dissonant harmony and unusual pulsation are the foremost musical challenges
in “Ding Ding Dang.” Although the main melody maintains the top voice throughout the
piece, it is challenging to present the main melody within the dissonant harmony
consistently. In addition, the unusual pulsation requires strong rhythmic control and the
ability to inflect short motifs. Several measures also feature meter changes, which require
a fine sense of timing (see figure 3.76). To avoid being confused by the beat numbers, the
symmetry patterns require detailed analysis and examination during practice. An artistic
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performance will present a clear rhythmic structure while keeping unified the whole
piece.
The combination of various technical and musical requirements makes “Ding
Ding Dang” challenging. Pianists need to have a strong technical foundation to handle the
articulation and hand stretches within a fast tempo. The dissonant harmony and unusual
pulsation require musical maturity and a fine sense of timing from the pianist. Generally,
“Ding Ding Dang” is a fun repertoire for students to experience the Golden Chinese
Olive while improving their technical and musical skills.
This group provides a unique way for pianists to experience the style of the
Chinese instruments. “Happy Shepherd Boy” features a peaceful character and lingering
effect, matching the Sheng’s character. The polyphonic texture and tied notes in “Happy
Shepherd Boy” require appropriate voicing and tonal control. However, the slow tempo
and traditional harmony make “Happy Shepherd Boy” accessible. “Ding Ding Dang”
sounds more percussive and powerful since its primary compositional trait is related to
Chinese percussion. It requires fine technical control due to the hand stretch and fast
tempo. Furthermore, the dissonant harmony and unusual structure require mature
musicianship. It is hoped that pianists can become interested in Chinese instruments and
explore more related knowledge by playing these two pieces.
Group 6 (Others)
The three pieces in group six are hard to categorize in terms of compositional
techniques. Yao uses bitonality as the primary compositional trait in “A Funny Song,”
presenting a unique musical language for listeners. The compositional trait of “Reverse
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Singing” is palindrome of retrograde. For the last piece in this group, “Picking up
Articles,” Yao uses staccato to show the lively character of the piece.
No. 4 “A Funny Song”
“A Funny Song” is a vigorous piece in binary form. As described in the title, the
piece’s opening presents a funny character with the unusual harmony and articulations.
The right hand executes intervals with staccato, while the left-hand part is a single,
slurred line. To accomplish the bitonal sound, both hands play in a different key signature
(see figure 3.79). The contrasts between the different key signatures and articulations
present a playful effect. In both the A and B sections, one hand states the main melody
and is accompanied by the continuous sixteenth notes with legato. Although the dissonant
harmony continues, the mezzo piano and legato make these two sections sound gentler
than the introduction. Section A’ features a similar texture and character with first two
sections. However, the dynamic changes to a forte and the range between voices is
expanded. In the coda, both hands play continuous sixteenth notes with slur and staccato,
resulting in an active sound. Finally, the dissonant chords in hemiola rhythm with a
ritardando and crescendo are the climax of the piece. The following table 3.22 provides
an overview of “A Funny Song.”

Figure 3.79. No. 4 “A Funny Song,” the layout of key signatures
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Table 3.22 No. 4 “A Funny Song”
Major Compositional
Trait
Bitonality

Key Signature
Introduction: F (F Gong) – A (A Gong)
D (G Yu) – G-flat (B Yu)

Character
Vigorous and
Strange

Section A: F (D Yu)
D (D Gong)
Section B: A-flat (F Yu)
F (D Yu)
Section C: F (D Yu)
D (D Gong)

Tempo

Coda: D (D Gong)
F (D Yu)
Time Signature

Scherzoso

2/4

Form

Technical Considerations

Binary Form
Introduction (mm.1-8)
A (mm.9-22)
B (mm.23-34)
A’ (mm.35-48)
Coda (mm.49-58)

1. Complicated rhythm
2. Frequent changes of the hand
position

Level
Early advanced
to advanced
Magrath level
10
Musical
Considerations
1. Bitonality
2. Frequent
changes of
the
character
and texture

The original folk song describes the fun and happy life of children living in the
mountains. As illustrated in figure 3.80, the original folk song features repeat sign with
the time signature of 2/4. Numbers 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6 represent notes F, G, A, C, and D.
Therefore, the original folk song is in F Gong mode, and the key signature is F Gong. In
Yao’s composition “A Funny Song,” the composer maintains the F Gong mode in the
introduction but changes the mode and key signatures in other sections. As depicted in
table 3.22, the bitonality is divided by a horizontal line. The soprano’s key signature is
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above the line, and the key signature of other voices is below the line. In addition, the
contents in paratheses indicate the mode. For instance, in section A, the soprano’s key
signature is F, based on the D Yu mode.

Figure 3.80. No. 4 “A Funny Song,” the original folk song in Chinese music notation
Bitonality is the major compositional trait in “A Funny Song.” This compositional
trait results in unusual harmony, adding a strange and exciting flavor to the children’s
happy life described in the original folk song. According to Yao, the tonal layout is based
on a third relation, and F Gong and D Gong are the two major key signatures (see table
3.22). Furthermore, Yao states the original folk song by changing the tessitura, rhythm,
and structure in “A Funny Song.” The main melody alternates between the top and bass
voices through the A to A’ sections. Yao changes the original folk song’s rhythm into
continuous sixteenth notes in the coda. In “A Funny Song,” Yao states the complete folk
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song and repeats measures 5 to 10 of the original folk song in the A section to the coda.
Through this work, students can better understand bitonality and experience the unusual
harmony.
“A Funny Song” is one of the most demanding pieces in this set. This piece is
level 10 repertoire within the Magrath leveling system, suitable for early advanced to
advanced students. The primary technical challenges are complicated rhythm and
frequent changes in the hand position. The major musical challenges include bitonality
and frequent changes of the character and texture.
In “A Funny Song,” the constant rhythmic pattern changes and the need for both
hands to execute different rhythms simultaneously call for strong hand coordination. This
piece also involves frequent hand position changes, showing high demand for technical
control. Due to both hands’ simple pattern of two eighth notes, the introduction is
relatively less challenging than the other sections (see figure 3.81). The accompaniment
features an octave and continuous sixteenth notes in section A and is mainly played by
the left hand (see red notation in figure 3.82). This accompaniment requires pianists to
move the hand position between different registers accurately. Moreover, the downbeat
dotted eighth rests can result in rushing and a tendency to accent the following note,
requiring precise rhythmic and tonal control from the pianist. Although section B does
not include too many hand position changes, there are several rhythmic concerns require
careful attention. As illustrated in figure 3.83, the combination of the melodic octave and
sixteenth rest contributes to the technical difficulty. The last three measures require solid
rhythmic understanding to present an even rhythm change between the hemiola and
regular rhythm (see figure 3.84).
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Figure 3.81. No. 4 “A Funny Song,” mm. 1-4

Figure 3.82. No. 4 “A Funny Song,” mm. 9-12

Figure 3.83. No. 4 “A Funny Song,” mm. 22-25

Figure 3.84. No. 4 “A Funny Song,” mm. 54-58
“A Funny Song” features unusual and dissonant harmony due to the bitonality.

150

The key signature changes in every section, and both hands feature a different key
signature throughout the piece (see blue notation in figures 3.81 to 3.83). This requires a
sensitivity to harmonic changes, appropriate balance between voices. In this case, a
detailed examination of the key signature’s layout is essential. Practice in small units and
study of the harmony can help avoid inaccurate learning. In addition, pianists need to
have strong concentration due to the long length of the piece. Otherwise, it is easy to get
lost in the dissonant harmony and different key signatures.
The frequent changes of the character and texture require musical maturity. In the
introduction, the use of staccato, slur, and piano presents a playful character (see figure
3.81). Next, the continuous sixteenth notes in section A results in a gentle character while
contrasting with the lively staccato and grace note. Therefore, proper and subtle control
of the duration of staccato and grace notes is essential for expressing the character.
Although the A, B, and C sections feature a similar texture, the gradual dynamic changes
lead to different moods. An artistic performance will present the progressive changes
between different sections while maintaining the cohesion of the piece.
“A Funny Song” requires adequate technical and musical preparations to perform
this piece successfully. Pianists need to have excellent technical and rhythmic control to
manage the frequent changes of the hand position and complicated rhythm. The bitonality
and frequent changes of the character require mature musicianship from the pianist.
Furthermore, the long length of the piece calls for strong concentration.
No. 13 “Reverse Singing”
This group ends with “Reverse Singing,” a playful piece in binary form. The main
theme is written in a high register with slur and staccato markings in the opening,
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presenting the lively character immediately. In the middle part of the A section, the main
theme switches to the left-hand part, while the right hand plays continuous sixteenth
notes. After fully stating the main theme, the A section ends with a crescendo and
fermata. Section B starts with a mezzo forte and the texture changes to three voices,
resulting in a richer sonority compared to section A. The B section features dissonant
harmony, accent markings, and syncopation, resulting in a curious and active mood.
Finally, the piece ends in a dissonant chord with a sfz. Table 3.23 provides a
comprehensive overview of “Reverse Singing.”
Table 3.23 No. 13 “Reverse Singing”
Major Compositional Trait

Key Signature

Character

Palindrome of retrograde
Tempo

D Shang
Time Signature

Curious and playful
Level

♩=72

2/4

Early advanced
Magrath Level 9

Form

Technical Considerations

Musical Considerations

Binary Form
A (mm.1-16)
B (mm.17-42)

1. Continuous sixteenth
notes and parallel
intervals in a fast
tempo
2. Wide leaps and
stretches

Voicing through the unique
texture and dissonant
harmony

The original folk song’s lyrics depict scenes that do not exist in real life to inspire
children’s curiosity and imagination. As illustrated in figure 3.85, the original folk song
features a simple rhythm in the time signature of 2/4. Numbers 1, 2, 3, and 5 represent
notes A, B, C#, and E. Therefore, the original folk song is in A Gong pentatonic scale,
and the key signature is B Shang. In Yao’s composition “Reverse Singing,” he maintains
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the Gong mode but changes the tonic note to C. Thus, “Reverse Singing” is in C Gong
mode, and its key signature is D Shang.

Figure 3.85. No. 13 “Reverse Singing,” the original folk song in Chinese music
notation
The palindrome of retrograde is the major compositional technique in “Reverse
Singing.”
In section A, one hand plays the main melody, while the other hand executes its
retrograde, forming a melodic line in contrary motion.77 Yao uses the palindrome in
section B by creating several groups of paired measures. The Chinese “2 小节” in figure
3.86 means every two paired measures as a group, and “4 小节” means every four
measures as a group. Each group includes retrograde of the theme is a palindrome (see
figure 3.86). According to Yao, this compositional technique is based on the title of the
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Henglu Yao, Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities (Shanghai: Shanghai
Conservatory of Music Press, 2017), 11.
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original folk song, showing the intention of singing in reverse order of the original folk
song.78 The retrograde technique is often featured in tonal and post-tonal music works,
such as Beethoven’s Piano Sonata Op. 106 and Berg’s Der Wein. Therefore, students can
better understand the retrograde by playing “Reverse Singing,” and lay a foundation for
learning advanced repertoire in the future that includes the use of retrograde technique.

Figure 3.86. No. 13 “Reverse Singing,” mm. 19-33
In addition to using the retrograde technique, Yao varies the original folk song’s
melody by changing the tessitura and rhythm in “Reverse Singing.” The main melody is
switched between voices frequently in the A and B sections (see red notation in figure
3.86 and 3.87). In measures 5, 6, 7, and 13, Yao changes the original folk song’s rhythm

78 Ibid.
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while the main melody is hidden in the continuous sixteenth notes (see red and blue
notation in figure 3.87).

Figure 3.87. No. 13 “Reverse Singing,” mm. 5-13
“Reverse Singing” is suitable for early advanced students. The challenge of the
piece is reflected in the tempo, texture, harmony. The combination of the fast tempo and
continuous sixteenth notes make this piece technically demanding. Moreover, the parallel
intervals and hand position changes cause wide leaps and stretches, which require fine
technical control. The major musical challenge in this piece is voicing through the unique
texture and dissonant harmony, requiring mature musicianship.
The major technical challenge is the continuous sixteenth notes and parallel
intervals in a fast tempo. Although the continuous sixteenth-note pattern mainly occurs in
section A, the fast tempo and the parallel octaves show a high technical demand (see
figure 3.87). In addition, the top notes of the parallel octaves are often the main melody,
increasing the technical difficulty. Therefore, pianists need to play with accurate and
clear tone quality while avoid causing tension in the wrists. In section B, the right hand
executes parallel fifths and sixths in sixteenth notes, requiring strong finger (see figure
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3.86). Parallel intervals often occur with downbeat rests, which can result in instability of
pulse and a tendency to accent the following interval. This requires careful tonal and
rhythmic control from the pianist.
Wide leaps and stretches also bring technical challenges for pianists. In section A,
the right hand executes parallel octaves while the left hand frequently changes the hand
position. Careful technical preparation is essential to execute this section. Otherwise,
pianists may risk physical injury due to the combination of wide stretches and hand
position changes. Section B involves more hand stretches in the right-hand part, such as
interval of sevenths and ninths (see gold notation in figure 3.86). Fortunately, this section
features only a few hand-position changes in the left-hand part, allowing pianists to pay
more attention to the hand stretches of the right-hand part.
The foremost musical concern in “Reverse Singing” is voicing through the
unusual texture and dissonant harmony. Although the A section features a simple twovoice texture, the part of the main melody is hidden in the continuous sixteenth notes (see
the red and blue notations in figure 3.87). Therefore, pianists need to be sensitive to the
rhythm changes of the main melody and present an appropriate balance between the two
voices. In addition, the register of the two voices is quite close, which is hard to bring out
the main melody. Section B becomes more complicated due to the group of paired
measures. Pianists need develop an understanding of the section B’s structure and not be
confused by the main melody and its retrograde. These difficulties are amplified by the
dissonant harmony and three-voice texture in section B. In this case, practicing voices
separately and analyzing the structure is essential.
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“Reverse Singing” is level 9 repertoire within the Magrath leveling system. It is
technically difficult because of the fast tempo, continuous sixteenth notes, parallel
intervals, and wide leaps and stretches. Careful technical preparation is necessary for this
piece to maintain its playful and curious character. The foremost musical challenge is
voicing through the unique musical texture and dissonant harmony, requiring mature
musicianship and a deep understanding of the retrograde technique.
No. 15 “Picking up Articles”78
“Picking up Articles” is a binary form piece full of excitement. The piece starts in
a high register with a piano and staccato, directly showing a bright character. The main
melody maintains in the top voice, which is apparent and easy to follow. As the dynamic
gradually becomes louder, both hands play parallel intervals moving upward, which
sounds driving and excited. The tempo gets slight faster with a mezzo forte in section B.
The main melody changes between the top and bass voices with a dissonant harmony,
making the main melody sounds less apparent than section A. Finally, the continuous
sixteenth notes with a diminuendo and ritardando end the piece. Table 3.24 provides an
overview of “Picking up Articles.”

In a conversation with me on Sep 4, 2021, Henglu Yao said “article” is a
general term for the object.
78
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Table 3.24 No. 15 “Picking up Articles”
Major Compositional Trait

Tonal Center

Character

Staccato
Tempo

D Zhi
Time Signature

Excited and playful
Level

Andante grazioso –
Allegretto
Form

3/4

Early advanced
Magrath level 10
Musical Considerations

Binary Form
A (mm.1-19)
B (mm.20-51)

Technical Considerations
1. Staccato within a fast
tempo
2. Parallel seconds, thirds,
and fourths
3. Frequent hand position
changes

Overall cohesion of the
dynamic and tempo

The original folk song is a game song that describes the scene of children jumping
and playing around. As illustrated in figure 3.88, the original folk song features various
rhythms with a time signature of 3/4. Numbers 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, and 7 represent notes C, D, E,
G, A, and B. Therefore, the original folk song is in C Gong six-note scale, and the key
signature is G Zhi. In Yao’s composition “Picking up Articles,” the composer maintains
the Gong mode but changes the tonic note into G. Thus, “Picking up Articles” is in G
Gong mode, and the key signature is D Zhi.
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Figure 3.88. No. 15 “Picking up Articles,” the original folk song in Chinese music
notation
The use of staccato is the major compositional trait in “Picking up Articles.”
According to the performance note, Yao uses staccato to express children’s innocence
and happiness.79 Each measure contains different intervals and is marked with staccato,
which increases the vividness. Staccato is an essential element in piano learning and
repertoire. Thus, students can experience the combination of staccato and different
intervals to improve technical control.
In “Picking up Articles,” Yao states the original folk song’s melody twice by
changing the rhythm and tessitura. Yao changes the original folk song’s rhythm and
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presents the main melody within constant eighth notes in section A (see figure 3.89). Yao
also adds additional notes to the original folk song’s melody (see red notation in 3.89).
Yao mostly maintains the original folk song’s rhythm in section B, except for a change
into eighth notes in measure 28. Section B includes the complete original folk song and
repetitions of segments of from original folk song. Moreover, the main melody moves
between the top and bass voices in both sections.

Figure 3.89. No. 15 “Picking up Articles,” mm. 1-7
“Picking up Articles” is level 10 repertoire within the Magrath leveling system.
The difficulties of this piece are mainly reflected in tempo, articulation, parallel intervals,
and dynamics. The foremost technical concerns include staccato within a fast tempo,
parallel intervals, and frequent hand position changes. These technical difficulties are
compounded by the need for cohesion of the dynamic and tempo.
The staccato, fast tempo, and parallel intervals appear throughout “Picking up
Articles” constantly, which requires great technical skill. From measures 4 to 8, the left
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hand consists of melodic octaves, while the right hand plays harmonic seconds and thirds
(see figure 3.89). This part requires a clean definition of the staccato and fine rhythmic
control of the downbeat eighth rests. In the second half of section A, the right hand
executes the main melody and is accompanied by parallel thirds. Pianists need to have
precise tonal control to present an appropriate balance between voices. The tempo
changes to allegretto at the beginning of the B section, while the melody moves to the
bass voice (see red notation in figure 3.90). Therefore, pianists need to manage the tempo
and balance changes quickly, requiring solid technical preparation.

Figure 3.90. No. 15 “Picking up Articles,” mm. 20-24
Another technical issue in “Picking up Articles” is frequent hand position
changes. As illustrated the blue notation in figure 3.89, both hands need to constantly
move back and forth between registers, contributing to the technical difficulty. In order to
clarify the moving directions of the hand position, pianists can practice the left-hand part
in blocked octaves. Except for figure 3.89, there are no other wide leaps in the rest of the
piece because both hands generally play in the same register. However, the
accompaniment part requires frequent hand position changes. A proper fingering will be
extremely helpful in this case.
The major musical consideration in “Picking up Articles” is the overall cohesion.
Although this piece features one texture throughout, the constant tempo and dynamic
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changes make it difficult to maintain overall cohesion. Section A changes the dynamic
for every four measures, which needs pianists to consider the dynamic and thematic
development carefully. As mentioned before, the tempo changes from andante to
allegretto in section B, requiring pianists to change the tempo naturally while also
maintaining the excitement of the piece. Otherwise, this portion of “Picking up Articles”
will sound abrupt or lack power.
“Picking up Articles” is an ideal piece for teaching staccato to early advanced
students. In this piece, the staccato appears within different intervals, dynamics, registers,
and tempos, requiring considerable technical and musical skills. Pianists need to have
independent finger to produce a defined staccato. The parallel intervals and frequent
changes of hand position require strong technical control. Furthermore, this piece
requires strong musicianship to handle the overall cohesion.
All pieces of the last group show various technical and musical challenges.
“Reverse Singing” is level 9, and both “A Funny Song” and “Picking up Articles” are
level 10. The complicated rhythm and frequent hand position changes found in “A Funny
Song” require consistent precision. Due to its bitonality, “A Funny Song” requires artistic
insight and mature musicianship to interpret this piece successfully. Due to the unique
rhythmic structure, “Reverse Singing” requires a detailed analysis of the music by the
performer. “Picking up Articles” requires pianists to execute the parallel intervals and
staccato within a fast tempo, showing a high demand for technical control. Furthermore,
this piece requires strong control of dynamic and rhythmic pacing to achieve overall
cohesion.
The twenty-four pieces are analyzed from a pedagogical aspect in this chapter.
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Group one (interval) includes eight pieces, and the difficulty level range is 6 to 10. Group
two (counterpoint) contains four pieces. This group’s difficulty level is 9-10, which is
more demanding due to the contrapuntal texture. There are four pieces in group three
(rhythm). In this group, except for “A Sparrow Song” which is at level 7, the other pieces
are at level 9-10. Group four (style) includes three pieces, and the difficulty level of this
group is level 8-10. Group five (Chinese instruments) includes two pieces in different
levels: No. 14 “Happy Shepherd Boy” is level 7, and “DING DING DANG” is level 8-9.
The last group includes three pieces, and the difficulty level of the last group is level 910.
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CHAPTER 4
CONCLUSIONS
The purpose of this study is to provide a detailed pedagogical analysis of
Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities and to lay a foundation for pianists to learn this
collection. This chapter offers conclusions about this set as a whole from the perspective
of pedagogical significance. The pedagogical significance of study is its potential for
cultural awareness, comprehensive musicianship, technical and musical development,
various styles, and programming flexibility. In addition, this chapter includes several
related topics as further research areas, which provides resources and opportunities for
pianists to study this set in the future.
Pedagogical Significance of Study
The pedagogical significance of Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities is to
enrich the music learning experience and cultivate well-rounded musicians. First of all,
this set promotes cultural awareness and comprehensive musicianship, allowing students
to gradually be familiar with and understand different cultures and knowledge of music
theory. Moreover, students are able to develop different technical and musical skills
through study of this set. Most importantly, this set includes various musical styles and a
unique musical language, providing both teachers and students with more choices of
repertoire and recital programs.
Cultural awareness is a unique and essential idea in Microkosmos from Chinese
Nationalities, and it is presented in this set through the book design, folk song selection,
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and compositional and style. The unique bilingual (Chinese and English) design allows
this set to be used in most countries worldwide, providing more opportunities for other
countries to learn about Chinese culture and music through this collection. This set also
provides two musical notations. Chinese numbered music notation is used for the original
folk songs, and Western music notation is used for the pieces composed by Yao. Pianists
can learn about Chinese musical notations and explore the differences between Western
and Chinese notations. Moreover, Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities includes a
CD recording of twenty-four pieces as performed by seven Chinese pianists who are
professors and students at the China Conservatory of Music. The CD recording was also
supervised by Yao, providing an excellent reference for pianists.
The original folk songs of this set reflect wide variety in terms of character, style,
and region, enriching Chinese pianist’s experience of their own national culture and
inspiring them to explore more about Chinese culture. The twenty-four original folk
songs are from different areas of China, and each one features a distinct character and
simple melodic material. For instance, the original folk song “Nai-Yo-Nai” is a festival
folk song of the Tujia nationality, featuring only three notes and repetitive rhythms. 80 The
simple but attractive tune shows the warmth and hospitality of the Tujia nationality.
“Goose” is another folk song with three notes and a short length. It includes grace notes
and a lyrical melody, reflecting a completely different character from “Nai-Yo-Nai.” The
twenty-four folk songs used in this collection, despite their ethnic characteristics and
cultural significance, are relatively unknown in China. Yao states, in the interview with
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the author, “I realized that I had not heard most of these folk songs…. In order to
promote these folk songs, I think it is a good idea to compose these folk songs into piano
music since there is a large portion of children learning piano in China.… I hope students
can establish interest in discovering their own culture and enrich their cultural
experiences through this set for Chinese students.”81
In addition to promoting folk songs and Chinese culture for Chinese pianists, this
set also provides a multi-cultural experience for non-Chinese pianists and encourages
them to explore more piano repertoire that features unique music language. The Chinese
music elements and vivid character allow pianists to learn these pieces while enriching
their music learning experiences. Pianists are encouraged to learn Chinese modes and
Chinese numbered music notation through this collection. The twenty-four original folk
songs were notated with Chinese music notation and all of them use Chinese modes. For
instance, both “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs” and “Counting the Birds” were based on G
Gong pentatonic scale, including notes G, A, B, D, and E. “Picking up Articles” was
based on C Gong Six-note scale, including notes C, D, E, G, A, and B. Through this
collection, pianists can also understand the different characteristics of Chinese
instruments and folk songs of different nationalities. Yao presents the polyphonic effect
of the Sheng in “Happy Shepherd Boy.” The folk songs of the Tujia nationality often
feature thirds and fifths, which corresponds with the compositional trait in “Nai-Yo-Nai.”
The blending of Chinese and Western music elements is reflected through the
particular compositional and musical style in this collection. Yao describes the style and
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genre of this set as “Chinese national modal harmony in a contemporary style.” 82 He
says, “I have learned that Chinese musicians should present the Chinese music style in
various ways instead of copying Western functional harmony.” 83 The twenty-four pieces
use a combination of Chinese music modes and contemporary harmony while integrating
both Chinese and Western compositional techniques. For example, “A Funny Song” is
based on two Chinese modes (F Gong and D Gong) and features the Western concept of
bitonality technique. The major compositional trait of “Catching the Sheep” is endless
canon with fish biting its tail, combining the Chinese technique fish biting its tail and the
Western concept of canon technique.
Comprehensive musicianship is another valuable idea of this collection. Table
4.1, which summarizes the compositional traits of the collection, shows that Yao’s
writing style synthesizes theoretical knowledge and piano techniques through intervals,
altered tempo, toccata, syncopation, and counterpoint. For instance, pianists can better
understand canon and countersubject by playing and analyzing “Counting the Birds.”
“Colorful Frogs” allows pianists to experience syncopated rhythm in different settings.
Through “Flying Bamboo Leaves,” pianists can experience different types of fourths.
“Clapping Hands and Stretching Feet” is an ideal repertoire for pianists to have a deeper
understanding of different tempo markings. Thus, pianists can gain a greater
understanding of different compositional skills, enhance their music theory knowledge,
and expand musicianship through this collection.
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Table 4.1 A summary of compositional traits in Microkosmos from Chinese
Nationalities
Title
No. 1 “Nai-Yo-Nai”
No. 2 “Looking after Melon”
No. 3 “Kicking the Shuttlecock”
No. 4 “A Funny Song”
No. 5 “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs”
No. 6 “A Sparrow Song”
No. 7 “Catching the Sheep”
No. 8 “Happiness”
No. 9 “Counting the Birds”
No. 10 “Sculling”
No. 11 “White Moon”
No. 12 “Goose”
No. 13 “Reverse Singing”
No. 14 “Happy Shepherd Boy”
No. 15 “Picking up Articles”
No. 16 “DING DING DANG”
No. 17 “Playing Hide-and-Seek”
No. 18 “Flying Bamboo Leaves”
No. 19 “Clapping Hands and
Stretching Feet”
No. 20 “Seizing Pellet”
No. 21 “AH LI LI”
No. 22 “Counting Numbers”
No. 23 “Four Feet Snake”
No. 24 “Colorful Frogs”

Compositional Trait
Joy of the fifth
Joy of the third and sixth
Inversion and imitation
Bitonality
Polymeter
Multiple time signatures
Endless canon with fish biting its tail
Heterophony in three voices
Modified canon with ostinato of countersubject
Chromatic progress in half step
Passacaglia style
Chaconne
Palindrome of retrograde
Pedal with Chinese Sheng
Staccato
Golden Chinese Olive, Proportional
symmetry
Joy of the second and seventh
Joy of the fourth
Altered tempos
Tonal sequence with decreased major seconds
steps
Toccata style
Inverted lines of second interval
Triple set
Syncopation

In this set, each piece’s major compositional trait is related to the character and
imagery of the original folk song. Yao said, “Many compositional techniques were
understood from the original folk song’s lyrics and characteristics. In this way, it can
bring fun to the learning process and help students understand various national cultures
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and compositional skills.”84 For instance, Yao uses a chromatic progression to symbolize
the difficulty of moving in the water in “Sculling.” The compositional trait in “Kicking
the Shuttlecock” is inversion and imitation, which is inspired by the rebound motion in
the game. In “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs,” Yao uses polymeter as a metaphor depicting a
scene of children who cannot count the ducks’ eggs correctly. Yao describes a scene of
children jumping in the air by using staccato in “Picking up Articles.” Yao concluded that
“The approach and idea of this set are different from most previous piano method books
that only focus on performance techniques…. Through this set, I hope that students can
improve the artistic imagination and understanding of culture rather than only focus on
practicing technical skills.”85
Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities includes different technical and musical
challenges due to the wide variety of texture and style. This set is suitable for late
intermediate to early advanced students, and the overall difficulty level is from level 6 to
10 within the Magrath leveling system. In table 4.2, the twenty-four pieces are listed in
ascending order of difficulty.
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Table 4.2 Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities in Ascending Order of Difficulty
Title

Level

No. 10 “Sculling”
No. 6 “A Sparrow Song”
No. 14 “Happy Shepherd Boy”
No. 17 “Playing Hide-and-Seek”
No. 7 “Catching the Sheep”
No. 1 “Nai-Yo-Nai”
No. 2 “Looking After melon”
No. 18 “Flying Bamboo”
No. 9 “Counting the Birds”
No. 12 “Goose”
No. 16 “DING DING DANG”
No. 20 “Seizing Pellet”
No. 3 “Kicking the Shuttlecock”
No. 11 “White Moon”
No. 13 “Reverse Singing”
No. 5 “Counting the Ducks’ Eggs
No. 8 “Happiness”
No. 23 “Four Feet Snake”
No. 4 “A Funny Song”
No. 15 “Picking up Articles”
No. 19 “Clapping Hands and Stretching Feet”
No. 20 “Counting Numbers”
No. 21 “AH LI LI”
No. 24 “Colorful Frogs

6
7
7
7
7-8
8
8
8
8-9
8-9
8-9
8-9
9
9
9
9-10
9-10
9-10
10
10
10
10
10
10

The variety of difficulties and different technical and musical challenges make
this set beneficial in multiple pedagogical scenarios. Several common concerns in this set
require strong technical control and preparation, including various articulations, parallel
intervals, complicated rhythms, and hand position changes. The various articulations
mainly occur in the first two groups, including No. 1 “Nai-Yo-Nai,” No. 18 “Flying
Bamboo Leaves,” No. 3 “Kicking the Shuttlecock,” No. 19 “Clapping Hands and
Stretching Feet,” and No. 23 “Four Feet Snake.” Due to the compositional technique, the
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major technical consideration for most of the pieces in group one (interval) includes
parallel intervals. Except for group five (Chinese instruments), several pieces in other
groups also feature parallel intervals, such as No. 13 “Reverse Singing,” No. 6 “A
Sparrow Song,” No. 11 “White Moon,” and No. 15 “Picking up Articles.” Many pieces in
group one (interval) and three (rhythm) feature complicated rhythms, such as No. 2
“Looking after Melon,” No. 20 “Seizing Pellet,” and No. 24 “Colorful Frogs.” Changes
of hand positions frequently appears in this collection, causing wide leaps issues as well.
A good example would be No. 3 “Kicking the Shuttlecock,” which requires hands to
switch between different registers, resulting in wide leaps.
Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities also provides excellent opportunities for
musical development. The significant musical challenges in this set include voicing,
timing and pulsation management, and dissonant harmony. Voicing is the most common
musical concern in this set since all pieces are in a multi-voice texture. In addition, this
challenge is amplified by dissonant harmony and texture changes. Yao often uses
downbeat rests, tied notes, meter changes, and small subdivided rhythms in this
collection, requiring fine timing and pulsation management. No. 17 “Playing Hide-andSeek” and No. 18 “Flying Bamboo Leaves” are the two pieces that most clearly reflect
this musical challenge. Several pieces require careful attention due to the extreme
dissonant harmony and key signature changes, including No. 4 “A Funny Song,” No. 5
“Counting the Ducks’ Eggs,” No. 8 “Happiness,” No. 11 “White Moon,” and No. 20
“Seizing the Pellet.” Other musical challenges in this set include overall cohesion and
communication of the appropriate character. No. 6 “A Sparrow Song,” No. 15 “Picking
up Articles,” and No. 24 “Colorful Frogs” require overall cohesion of the tempo,
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dynamic, and phrase. No. 10 “Sculling” and No. 21 “AH LI LI” require pianists to
convey an appropriate character through various articulations.
In addition, there are several representative pieces focusing on standard pianistic
skills. For a study of the toccata, No. 21 “AH LI LI” is an ideal choice. An excellent
choice for working on staccato would be No. 15 “Picking up Articles.” No. 12 “Goose” is
an excellent choice for students wanting to work on contrapuntal pieces, and No. 24
“Colorful Frogs” is ideal for developing rhythmic control.
The programming flexibility of Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities provides
more opportunities and choices for teachers and students who are planning piano recital
programs. According to the CD recording attached to the collection, the average
performance time of each piece is one minute, and the total performance time of the set is
about twenty-seven minutes. Thus, it would be possible to program the entire set as half
of a recital. Pianists can also add a group of three to five pieces to a recital program to
provide a multicultural element and show stylistic contrast with other pieces. The ideal
group would combine pieces from the set that are both contrasting and complementary in
terms of style and difficulty level. For late intermediate level students, grouping No. 10
“Sculling,” No. 14 “Happy Shepherd Boy,” and No. 17 “Playing Hide-and-Seek” would
be appropriate. These three pieces are in contrasting character and are less technically and
musically demanding. A more advanced group is No. 1 “Nai-Yo-Nai,” No. 8
“Happiness,” No. 9 “Counting the Birds,” No. 19 “Clapping Hands and Stretching Feet,”
and No. 21 “AH LI LI.” These five pieces feature different musical styles, and the
difficulty level is from level 8 to 10. Moreover, pianists can select one piece from each
compositional group, thus providing a wide variety of textures. For instance, grouping
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No. 10 “Sculling (interval),” No. 8 “Happiness (counterpoint),” No. 6 “A Sparrow Song
(rhythm),” No. 21 “AH LI LI (style),” No. 14 “Happy Shepherd Boy (Chinese
instrument),” and No. 15 “Picking up Articles (others)” would be an ideal choice.
Recommendations for Further Research
There are several recommendations for further research which can provide
valuable resources for pianists, including additional pedagogical study of this collection,
a pedagogical analysis of Yao’s other educational piano repertoire, and other Chinese
contemporary piano repertoire promoting cultural awareness.
Although this study includes a detailed pedagogical analysis of Microkosmos from
Chinese Nationalities, it can be further studied in several aspects to provide a study guide
for teachers and students. The current edition does not include fingering indications and
pedaling markings. Incorporating appropriate fingerings can be extremely helpful for
learning this set due to the complicated texture and frequent hand position changes.
Pedaling markings are needed for several pieces, such as No. 14 “Happy Shepherd Boy”
and No. 18 “Flying Bamboo.” In addition, providing practice suggestions and warm-up
exercises for each piece would make this set more accessible for teaching and learning.
Finally, adding cultural and historical information of each Chinese folk song, such as the
descriptive picture of each folk song, the background of Chinese instruments, and the
English translation of each folk song’s lyrics, which can help learners better understand
this set in terms of music and culture.
Other than Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities, Yao composed several other
piano works that include valuable educational intentions. According to the list of Yao’s
piano works, the composer has divided his piano works into three groups, and the third
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group is composed for teenagers and showed essential educational purposes (see
appendix C). Nine piano works in the third group cover various musical styles and
genres, such as fugue, scherzo, invention, and piano four-hands. Most of these piano
works are based on Chinese folk songs, and there are limited studies on these piano
works. Several published articles and treaties have dealt with Yao’s piano works, but all
these studies are in Chinese and mainly focus on compositional technique. Furthermore,
there are many of Yao’s piano works that have not been researched, such as The
Collections of Childlike Innocence (1986), Three Piano Pieces for Fughetta (1983),
Sprout (2014), and Invention for Piano (2015). In order to encourage more piano students
and teachers to study and explore Yao’s piano works, a pedagogical analysis of these
piano works is necessary. A pedagogical analysis might include educational ideas,
technical and musical concerns, difficulty level, musical styles, and compositional traits.
Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities includes the Chinese musical language
and provides precious multi-cultural knowledge for pianists. There are also many other
excellent Chinese piano works with unique musical styles that promote cultural
awareness that deserve be studied. Thus, another further research area can be exploring
other Chinese contemporary piano works that feature multi-cultural ideas, including Tan
Dun’s Memories of Eight Watercolors (1978), Qigang Chen’s Instant d’un Opera de
Pekin (2000), and Shiguang Cui’s Mountain Spring (1980). These three pieces are briefly
discussed in several treatises and articles, but more in-depth research is needed. Existing
studies include Jing Wu’s “The National Musical Features and Interpretation of Tan
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Dun’s Suite Memories of Eight Watercolors”86 and “Instants D’un Opera de Pekin pour
piano”87 by Andrew Hisey. Chinese piano works are relatively unknown in Western
countries and present a great diversity of different musical and cultural elements.
Henglu Yao’s devotion to music education and the promotion of Chinese culture
is significant. Yao’s unique personal experiences reflect his admirable spirit. In those
years of the Cultural Revolution, Yao overcame numerous difficulties and never gave up
his love for music. Throughout his music career, Yao communicated a unique musical
language by integrating Chinese and Western music elements. Furthermore, Yao
advocates valuable pedagogical ideas through his compositions and books, making
tremendous contributions to the development of Chinese music education.
Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities is a highly significant music education
resource for all musicians. As Yao’s capstone work, this set utilizes a unique musical
language, a great diversity of styles, and the ideas of cultural awareness and
comprehensive musicianship. This set is phenomenal for Chinese music education
because few Chinese piano method books currently include educational and cultural ideas
purposefully. Through this set, Yao also shows the importance of preserving traditional
cultures and enhancing comprehensive music education. Despite its pedagogical
significance and cultural importance, Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities is still
widely unknown. Thus, this highly valuable set deserves more attention and research.

Jing Wu (吴静), “The National Musical Features and Interpretation of Tan
Dun’s Suite Memories of Eight Watercolors” (Master treatise, Anhui Normal University,
Wuhu, 2020),
https://kns.cnki.net/KCMS/detail/detail.aspx?dbname=CMFD202101&filename=102039
2337.nh
87 Andrew Hisey, review of Instant d’un Opera de Pekin, composed by Qigang
Chen. The American Music Teacher (Oct/Nov 2002): 102-104.
86
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This study provides comprehensive guidance for pianists teaching and performing
Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities. It is hoped that this study can promote Yao’s
pedagogical ideas and compositions and broaden musicians’ appreciation for music from
different cultures.
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APPENDIX A:
INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTS (CHINESE AND ENGLISH)

采访对象：姚恒璐
采访者：王艳婷
日期：01/27/2021 UTC, 01/26/2021 EST
时间：9:30 AM UTC, 8:30 PM EST
第一部分 关于作曲家姚恒璐
王：我已经在网络上了解到一些关于您的音乐和教育经历，但由于网络上提供的资
料有限，所以想要更加详细深入地了解一下您的音乐和教育经历。 在您的文章
《我所经历的少年时期音乐教育》中您提到初中时期被分配到乡下干农活 。这段
时期虽然中断了常规的音乐学习，但也为您累积了很多宝贵的学习民歌的机会。而
且我看到您很多的音乐作品都是与中国民歌童谣有密切的联系。请问您是因为下乡
的那段经历才中国的民歌童谣产生了浓厚兴趣的吗？
姚: 是的。在 17 岁下乡之前我没离开过北京，也没有怎么接触过童谣和民歌，真
正对民歌感兴趣还是从下乡以后才开始的。听到那些民歌，感觉这些音乐跟我小时
候接触到的音乐不一样。后来开始作曲时，就会思考中国的民族音乐为什么跟西方
的音乐有这么大的差别。经过学习和研究，发现中国的民族音乐有自己的一套体
系。因此我对中国的民族音乐越来越感兴趣，也有很多作品都带有中国民族音乐的
痕迹和元素。

王：当您在中国完成本科学习时，是什么原因让您想要去英国留学？又是为什么会
决定在英国继续攻读博士学位？
姚: 当时我三叔去英国做访问学者，跟我提到英国的教育体制的各种优势，算是为
我提供了一个信息。当时我本意是想留在国内读作曲研究生，可是在那个年代，读
研究生是需要经过工作单位批准的。我连续好多年考研究生，但由于各种理由都没
有被单位批准。后来我就决定出国读研究生，这样就不会受到单位的限制了。当时
中国国内没有博士学位，所以就继续在英国深造了。

180

王：对您而言，从这两个不同的国家和文化中学到了些什么？
姚: 我在国内上大学的时候是正在文革时期, 师资力量十分匮乏。三年的大学时间
里，总感觉要学的没有学到，但大学的这段时间为我自己积累了很多音乐实践经
历。比如大学期间我给声乐专业的学生们弹钢琴和手风琴伴奏，实习教课了两年，
还写过一些伴奏。后来到了英国学习，十分欣赏英国作曲家与学者们对学术的敬业
精神。他们注重理论与实践的互通结合，对待每一个作品每一次排练都尽心尽力地
高质量完成，这是我学习回来的最大收获。

王: 您的这些音乐和教育经历是如何对您的作曲风格和技巧产生影响的？
姚: 最初在作曲时，像大部分的人一样，也是严格按照斯波索宾的功能和声来进行
作曲。并且想用斯波索宾的功能和声来配中国的民族调式，像是套公式一样。实际
上这是不对的，这种做法是没办法把中国的民族音乐风格纯粹地表现出来的。后来
80 年代初，国内开始有很多研究关于巴托克的论文，我阅读了这些论文并开始研
究 20 世纪非功能性和声，开始认识到功能和声不是唯一的。通过这几年反反复复
的学习和创作过程，我觉得不能照搬西方的功能和声，应该多方面的解决中国民族
音乐风格。

王: 您能说一下您在钢琴方面的学习经历吗？您是否经常弹奏钢琴？您是否教过钢
琴？
姚: 我 9 岁开始学习钢琴，中间因为文革下乡而中断练习钢琴，大学时又有机会开
始弹钢琴。但因为时隔五年没有接触到钢琴，手变得很僵硬，也是花了很久才恢复
过来。大学时期曾弹奏并演出过《黄河》钢琴协奏曲。现在没有经常弹钢琴了，主
要精力放在研究和作曲方面。但我在国内国外都教过钢琴，在英国的时候有辅导学
生考英皇考级，但基本都是小孩子，而且大部分孩子的程度是考到 5-8 级的水平。
在 1989 年冬，初到英国利兹，我在一所中学担任钢琴演奏，为他们排练了德国作
曲家科特.威尔的整场歌剧《三分钱硬币》，并且在利兹演出，也是我一人弹奏的
钢琴音乐。

王: 请问您在中央音乐学院任教了多久？您在任教期间担任了哪些科目？
姚: 我是从 1995 开始任教，一直到 2017 年带完最后一个博士生。在任教期间教的
科目是近现代音乐作品的创作理念以其技法分析研究，也带有本科，硕士研究生的
作曲课。

王：您作为一个作曲家和教育家，出版和发表了很多书，文章，以及音乐作品。不
知目前您是否有一些正在计划中或创作中的作品？如果有，在这其中有没有任何关
于钢琴的作品呢？
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姚: 我最近完成了一本书，刚刚完稿，书的主题是后调性视野下的中国民族和声研
究。这本书完成后我就暂不打算再写文字类的作品了，会专注于作曲方面的创作。
目前正在构思的作品有交响曲，钢琴协奏曲，和小提琴协奏曲等。类似于交响曲这
些大型的作品就是要慢慢来，仔细地进行构思，不要硬求数量。另外，我在 2020
年创作了两套钢琴对位曲，各 12 首。其中《对位的艺术 I》为传统调式风格; 《对
位的艺术 II》为现代复调作品。此外，目前正在进行未完成的《为‘后调性’风格而
作的 24 首钢琴前奏曲》的创作。
第二部分 关于《华夏民族的“小宇宙”》
王：请问您创作这套作品的灵感是什么？
姚：我母亲李晋瑗教授是北京师范大学学前教育专业，研究幼儿音乐教育的。偶然
的一次机会我在母亲的书架上翻看到一本由中央音乐学院何振京老师编写的《中国
儿童民歌选集》。这本书涵盖了 209 首中国儿童民歌，全部用简谱标记并且每一首
都配有富有童趣的图片。我发现这本书里绝大部分的歌曲我都没有听过，这些歌曲
虽然比较冷门，但富有地方特色且歌词曲调都很好。因为在中国学钢琴的孩子特别
多，我就想如果把这些儿童民歌弄成钢琴曲，会让这些儿童民歌普及得更快。

王：这套作品的书名让我联想到了巴托克的《小宇宙》，而且您在前言中也提到了
巴托克的这套作品。巴托克的《小宇宙》是否有激发您创作这套作品的灵感？您可
以说一下巴托克的《小宇宙》和《华夏民族的“小宇宙”》的相似和共通之处吗？
姚：我最初的灵感是想要普及《中国儿童民歌选集》中的歌曲，但我借鉴了巴托克
《小宇宙》中每一首曲子都对应一种特定作曲技术的做法。并且跟巴托克的《小宇
宙》一样，《华夏民族的“小宇宙”》也是带有教育目的的一套钢琴作品。弹奏这些
曲目就会获得和达到双重目的：训练钢琴的演奏技法和增进作曲内涵知识。

王： 由于地域广大，人口众多，和历史悠久，中国的民歌童谣十分丰富。在中国
众多的民歌童谣中，您是如何选择的这 24 首民歌童谣呢？又是为什么会选择这 24
首民歌童谣来进行创作呢？
姚：24 首全部都是从之前提到的《中国儿童民歌选集》中选择的。我特地选择了
一些形象鲜明生动，歌词曲调朗朗上口的儿童民歌。并且这些歌曲的歌词和曲调能
引申不同的作曲技法。那些能够促成音乐鲜明形象思维的歌曲，就成为我的首选标
准。应当注重培养学习者的音乐想象力与理性思维的有机结合，才能做到心智方面
的全面发展。这也是钢琴教育所应关注的重要方面。

王：很多现代钢琴曲目没有标注指法，这套作品也是如此。并且这套作品是多声部
的创作，中声部经常需要左右手的交替弹奏。当我在学习和研究这套作品时，我认
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为标注指法是一个非常重要的学习步骤。您有没有从别的钢琴家那里得到关于这个
方面的反馈呢？您是否有考虑发行带有指法标注的第二版？
姚： 一般来讲，钢琴曲的创作中不标记指法。只标记连线、顿音等与音乐表情相
关的记号。只有作为教材中曲目中或者练习曲才会标记指法。目前也暂时不考虑发
行带指法的第二版。
王：梁发勇老师的“评析《华夏小宇宙》”是我目前为止找到的唯一一篇关于您的这
套作品的文章。这篇文章对我的研究很有帮助，尤其是梁发勇老师在文章中提到的
对这 24 首曲子进行分类的想法和方法。我在梁发勇老师分类方法的基础上，根据
作曲和演奏技术把这 24 首曲子分成了 5 组。每个曲子的基本信息和分组如下：
Table A.1 第一组 (音程)
No. 1 乃哟乃

F Major

No. 2 照瓜

C Major

No. 10 摇橹

G Major

Binary form
Intro (mm.1-7)
A (mm. 8-20)
Transition (m.21)
B (mm.22-34)
Coda (mm.35-38)
Ternary Form
A (mm.1-13)
B (mm.14-22)
A’ (mm.23-34)
One-part Form

No. 17 捉猫猫

A-flat Major

One-part Form

No. 18 竹叶飞

B Natural
Minor

No. 20 抓弹子

C – B flat –
A flat – F# –
E–D–C

No. 23 四脚蛇

C Major

Binary Form
Intro (mm.1-6)
A (mm.7-21)
B (mm.22-42)
Coda (mm.43-46)
Theme and Variation
Theme (mm.1-7)
Variation 1 (mm.8-14)
Variation 2 (mm.15-21)
Variation 3 (mm.22-28)
Variation 4 (mm.29-35)
Variation 5 (mm.36-39)
Coda (mm.40-46)
Binary Form
A (mm. 1-15)
B (mm.16-29)
Coda (mm. 30-36)
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Table A.2 第二组 (复调)
No. 3 踢毽歌

F Major

Binary Form
Intro (mm. 1-10)
A (mm.11-22)
B (mm.23-33)

No. 7 捉羊

E-flat Major

One-part Form

No. 8 欢

Traditional Chinese
Mode
A: D 徵调式
B: A 徵调式
C: B-flat 徵调式
B-flat Major
C Major

Binary Form
A (mm.1-17)
B (mm.18-27)

No. 9 数乖乖
No. 13 倒唱歌

One-part Form
Binary Form
A (mm.1-16)
B (mm. 17-42)

Table A.3 第三组 (节奏)
No. 5 数鸭蛋

D Major – G Major –
D Major

No. 6 噶列爱

B-flat Major

No. 19 拍拍手伸伸脚

A Major

No. 24 花蛤蟆

A Major

Binary Form
Intro (mm.1-6)
A (mm.7-17)
B (mm.18-34)
One-part Form
Binary Form
A (mm. 1-24)
B (mm. 25-48)
Binary Form
Intro (mm.1-8)
A (mm.9-23)
B (mm.24-35)
Coda (mm. 36-45)
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Table A.4 第四组 (风格)
No. 11 白月亮

D Major – G Major –
C Major – D Major

No. 12 雁

G Minor

No. 21 阿里里

F Major

Theme and Variation
Theme (mm. 1-6)
Variation 1 (mm.7-12)
Variation 2 (mm.13-18)
Variation 3 (mm. 19-24)
Variation 4 (25-32)
Theme and Variation
Theme (mm.1-8)
Variation 1 (mm. 9-15)
Variation 2 (mm.16-22)
Variation 3 (mm.23-31)
Binary Form
A (mm.1-10)
Transition (mm.11-16)
B (mm. 17-26)
Coda (mm.27-30)

Table A.5 第五组 (其他)
No. 4 叽哩疙瘩怪好玩

F-A-F-Ab-F-D
D-Gb-D-F-D-F

No. 14 牧童乐

F Major

No. 15 拾子歌

G Major

No. 16 叮叮当

C Major

Strophic Form
Intro (mm.1-8)
A (mm.9-22)
B (mm.23-34)
C (mm.35-48)
D (mm.49-58)
Binary Form
A (mm. 1-8)
B (mm. 9-31)
Binary Form
A (mm. 1-19)
B (mm. 20-48)
Coda (49-51)
Binary Form (According to the
“Golden Olive” constructional way)
A (mm. 1-13)
B (mm. 14-61)

王：您对于以上的分组是否有建议？有哪些地方是需要修改的吗？
姚：我认为分组的方式是可以的。只是最后一组“其他”中的《牧童乐》和《叮叮
当》可以归为一组，因为这两首曲子都与中国民族乐器的有关系。关于曲目的曲式
分析方面，第 10 首应该是单一部曲式。这首曲子的乐段和乐句太短了所以构不成
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一个变奏曲式。另外，这套曲子我运用的是中国的民族调式而不是西方的大小调
式，除了标注调性外，还需标注民族调式的称谓。所以我建议你重新分析一下，然
后用邮件发给我，我再来检查一次。

王：这套作品包含了二十世纪和声以及各式各样的作曲技巧，为传统民歌童谣带来
了很多的可能性和色彩。 您会如何形容这套作品的风格和流派呢？
姚：我认为是中国民族调式的现代风格。所谓“现代风格”就是时代感，在音高体
系、节奏节拍、音区音域、速度力度处理、演奏音色的要求等方面，不同于纯传统
作品的多声部组织方式。一首曲目中含有一种特定的作曲技法，这样做的结果就是
便于集中表现“音乐性格”，也会使得学习者专注于一种作曲与演奏技法的表现力方
面。所以归根结底，还是为了音乐的表现。

王：每首曲目标题下方会写明这首曲子的主要作曲技巧，您也在演奏说明中为读者
们解释了每一种作曲技巧的想法概念。通过我的分析和观察，有一种作曲方法几乎
出现在了每一首曲子中: 通过不同的方式来改编民歌童谣的主旋律（比如说改变原
本旋律的音高，节奏，调式，和声部）。在这套作品中是否还存在一些其他的基本
/常用的作曲技巧？对于这套作品的作曲技巧，您是否还有一些补充说明？
姚：这套作品是以三层织体为主，兼有二层和四层织体。另外，我在创作中没有改
过任何一首民歌童谣的旋律，在保持原有旋律的基础上，运用了不同的作曲技法。
有些民歌的音域不太适合钢琴创作，我会改变调性，但不会改变调式。

王：通过演奏说明，读者可以了解到每首曲子的主要作曲技巧是跟原民歌童谣的特
点和描述场景有密切的联系。我十分欣赏这个方法，因为这样一来是可以为学生们
学习这套曲目带来很多的乐趣。您能再具体地说一下这种作曲的想法吗？为什么您
认为这个会对学生们学习这套作品很重要？
姚: 很多作曲技法都是我从民歌童谣的歌词和形象特点中悟到的。这样一来，不仅
可以为学生的学习带了乐趣，也可以让学生们了解各式各样的民族民间文化和作曲
技巧。

王：在我分析这套作品的过程中，有几首曲子需要您的答疑解惑。根据第 16 首的
演奏说明中的讲解，我分析了这首曲子中关于节拍数的对称关系。但曲子的第二页
我不是很清楚节拍数的分析，您能否帮我讲解一下？您能再具体的解释一下金橄榄
结构方式吗？
姚：金橄榄比喻两头大小中间大的形状，形成了像枣核型的形态。曲子的具体节拍
数分析我会另外发给你。
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王：在第 23 首的演奏说明提到这首曲子的主要作曲技巧是三音结构。您能具体的
解释一下这个作曲技巧吗？
姚：这个作曲技巧的意思是横纵双向的时候三个声部碰撞起来都是三个音的组合。
例如第一小节的“C-D-A” 和 “D-F-A”。

王：您在前言说明了创作这套作品的目的，您提到希望能通过这套作品来帮助学生
了解传统文化和学习全面综合的音乐知识。对此我也感到十分的钦佩和欣赏。为什
么您会觉得这些对学生们很重要？您认为这套曲目对钢琴家在音乐和文化方面会有
怎样的帮助？
姚：在最开始创作这套曲目时，我就已经考虑到很多的教育目的。就像我在前言中
提到的“将学琴的过程作为理解民族文化，知晓作曲技巧，懂得如何独立分析演奏
新作品并敏感区分不同音乐风格的演奏处理所带来的艺术体验——这些就是我创作
本集小品的综合目的。”同时，这套作品也为想要学习中国钢琴曲的学生们提供了
选择，让学生们在练习钢琴教材曲目之余，有机会接触到带有民族特点的新音乐。
这种作法本身就与以往大部分的钢琴教材中仅仅显示出钢琴演奏技法一项的做法不
同，传统音乐文化、具体音乐形象的确立，作曲技法的告知，这些综合的学习项
目，才能迅速提升人的精神风貌和人文素质，这同时也是学音乐的终极目的。

王：您可以为学习这套作品的老师和学生们提出一些建议吗？关于这套作品您还有
什么需要额外补充说明的吗？
姚： 我认为教这套作品的钢琴老师一定是具有全面综合音乐素质的复合型人才。
既懂得钢琴技巧，又熟练运用各种乐理知识，同时还具备很好的文化涵养。这一类
的老师目前在中国还是比较缺乏的。也希望能通过这套作品，可以让学生在弹奏各
种钢琴教材曲目之外，提高艺术的想象力，增加对艺术的悟性，不要只关注于练琴
技巧。
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Interviewee: Henglu Yao
Interviewer: Yanting Wang
Date: 01/27/2021 UTC, 01/26/2021 EST
Time: 9:30AM UTC+8, 8:30PM EST
Part 1 About the composer
YW: I have read some of your music and educational experience through the internet, but
the information is not exhaustive and comprehensive. Therefore, I would like to ask
about your music and academic experience in more detail. In the article “My Music
Educational Experiences in Youth,” you mentioned that you were assigned to work in the
countryside when you were in junior high school. Although your regular music learning
process was interrupted during this period, it provides you with lots of valuable
opportunities to learn Chinese folk songs. In addition, many of your compositions contain
Chinese folk song elements. Did you become interested in Chinese folk songs because of
your experience in the countryside?
HY: Yes. Before I went to work in the countryside when I was 17 years old, I never left
Beijing, nor did I know about Chinese folk songs. Therefore, the initial interest in
Chinese folk songs occurs I went to the countryside. When I heard those folk songs, l felt
the music was so much different from the music I had learned before. Later, when I
began to compose music, I started to think about why Chinese folk music is so different
from Western music.

YW: After your undergraduate studies, why did you want to study in the UK, and what
made you decide to continue to study for a doctoral degree in the UK?
HY: My uncle went to the UK as a visiting scholar and mentioned the advantages of the
UK’s education system, which allowed me to know the information about studying
abroad. My original intention was to stay in China to pursue a master’s degree in
composition. However, during this period, graduate studies needed to be approved by the
work unit. Although I applied to graduate school in China for many years, my work unit
did not approve me for various reasons. Therefore, I decided to go abroad for graduate
studies so that my workplace would not restrict me. Also, China did not have a doctoral
degree at that time, so I continued my doctoral study in the UK.

YW: What have you learned from these two different countries and cultures?
HY: When I was studying for my undergraduate degree in China, it was during the
Cultural Revolution. Because of the Cultural Revolution, we did not have enough
teachers and study materials. During my three years in university, the teacher did not
teach much knowledge. However, during these three years, I accumulated a lot of
precious musical experiences. For example, I played piano and accordion accompaniment
for vocal students. I also taught interns for two years and wrote accompaniments for
various songs. Later, when I came to the UK to study, I admired the British scholars’ and
composers’ academic spirit very much. They combine theory and practice and give every
composition their best effort to complete it with high quality.
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YW: How do these experiences influence your compositional style and technique?
HY: Like most people in the early stage of composition, my compositions strictly
followed the Sposobin functional harmony 88. I even wanted to mechanically apply
Sposobin’s functional harmony to Chinese music modes. This way is incorrect, and it
was unable to purely express the Chinese music style. In the early 1980s, many studies on
Bartok began to appear in China. I read these papers and started to study 20th-century
non-functional harmony. I began to realize that functional harmony is not the only way to
compose music. Through the learning and composing process over the past decades, I
have learned that instead of copying Western functional harmony, Chinese musicians
should present the Chinese music style in various ways.

YW: Can you talk about your experience of the piano? Do you often play the piano?
Have you ever taught piano?
HY: I started to learn piano at age 9. Due to the Cultural Revolution, I did not have the
opportunity to practice piano for five years. When I began my undergraduate studies, I
had the chance to start playing the piano again. Because I did not play piano for five
years, my hands became very stiff, and it took a long time to recover. During my
undergraduate study, I performed the Yellow River piano concerto, which is a precious
memory. Now I don’t play the piano often. Mostly I focus on my compositions and
research. I have taught piano both in China and UK. When I was in the UK, I taught
students to take the ABRSM exam, and most of my students were from level 5 to level 8.
In the winter of 1989, I worked as a piano collaborative at a middle school. I remember I
rehearsed the opera Die Dreigroschenoper by the German composer Kurt Weill with the
students.

YW: How long have you been teaching in the Central Conservatory of Music? What
subjects have you taught at the Central Conservatory of Music?
HY: I have been teaching in the Central Conservatory of Music from 1995 until 2017.
The subjects I taught mainly focused on the analysis and research of modern music.

YW: As a composer and educator, you have published numerous books, articles, and
compositions. Do you currently have any projects in progress? Are there any projects
related to the piano?
HY: I am writing a book, and I just finished the manuscript recently. The book discusses
the Chinese national harmony from the perspective of post-tonality. After completing this
book, I do not plan to write any books or articles but focus on music compositions.
Regarding music compositions, I plan to compose symphonies, piano concerti, and violin
concerti. Large-scale compositions, such as symphonies and concerti, need to be carefully
conceived; my goal is not just the quantity of works. Also, I composed two sets of piano
Igor Vladimirvoich Sposobin was a Russian musical educator. Sopobin’s
textbooks on harmony, analysis forms, and elementary music theory are widely used in
China.
88
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pieces in 2020, and each set includes 12 pieces. The first set is Contrapuntal Art I, which
is in the traditional harmony style. The second set Contrapuntal Art II is contemporary
polyphonic style. Currently, I am working on a set of piano preludes which in post-tonal
style.
Part 2 About the Microkosmos from Chinese Nationalities
YW: What was your inspiration for writing this set?
HY: My mother, Jinyuan Li, is a professor of pre-school education at Beijing Normal
University. I accidentally found a book on my mother’s bookshelf, Selected Chinese
Rhymes and Folk Songs. The book is compiled by Zhenjing He, who is a professor of the
Central Conservatory of Music. This book includes 209 Chinese rhymes and folk songs
with Chinese music notation, and childlike pictures accompany each song. I realized that
I had not heard most of the songs in this book. Although these songs are relatively
unpopular, they feature vivid and distinct characteristics, tunes, and lyrics. In order to
promote these rhymes and folk songs, I think it is a good idea to compose these songs
into piano music since there is a large portion of children learning piano in China.
YW: This set’s title reminds me of Bartok’s Mikrokosmos, and you mentioned Bartok’s
Mikrokosmos in the introduction. Did Bartok's Mikrokosmos inspire this set? What are
the connections and similarities between this set and Bartok’s Mikrokosmos?
HY: My initial inspiration is from the book that I mentioned in the last question. I
borrowed the idea of Bartok’s Mikrokosmos that each piece corresponds to a specific
compositional and performance technique. In addition, like Bartok’s Mikrokosmos, this
set is also for educational purposes.

YW: Due to regional, demographic, and historical reasons, Chinese folk songs and
nursery rhymes are abundant. Therefore, how and why did you choose these 24 folk
songs?
HY: These 24 songs are selected from the book Selected works of Chinese Rhymes and
Folk Songs. I intentionally choose these folk songs because they are those with a
haunting melody and distinctive characteristics. Those songs that can build vivid thinking
of music have become my first choice. Also, those songs’ lyrics and tunes can be
extended to different compositional techniques. In order to achieve comprehensive
development of students, teachers should focus on cultivating students’ musical
imagination and rational thinking way, which is also an important aspect of piano
education.

YW: Like other modern compositions, this set does not include fingering indications. In
addition, this set is mostly written in multi-voice textures, with the middle voice
alternating between hands. When I was learning and playing this set, I think determining
fingering is an essential process. Therefore, have you gotten any feedback from other
pianists in this regard? Are you considering publishing a second edition with suggested
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fingering indications?
HY: Generally speaking, composers do not provide fingering markings but only
articulation and dynamic markings. The fingering indications usually appear in the piano
method book or etude. Currently, I do not plan to publish a second edition with
fingerings.
YW: Fayong Liang’s article “Analysis and Review of Microkosmos from Chinese
Nationalities” is the only article that I found related to this set. This article is very helpful
to my research, especially the way he grouped the 24 pieces. Based on Liang’s
categorization, I have categorized twenty-four pieces into five groups according to the
compositional and performance technique. The categorization and basic information of
this set are as follows:
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Table A.6 Group 1 (Interval)
No. 1 “Nai-Yo-Nai”

F Major

No. 2 “Looking after
Melon”

C Major

No. 10 “Sculling”

G Major

Binary form
Intro (mm.1-7)
A (mm. 8-20)
Transition (m.21)
B (mm.22-34)
Coda (mm.35-38)
Ternary Form
A (mm.1-13)
B (mm.14-22)
A’ (mm.23-34)
One-part Form

No. 17 “Playing
Hide-and-Seek
No. 18 “Flying
Bamboo Leaves”

A-flat Major

One-part Form

B Natural Minor

Binary Form
Intro (mm.1-6)
A (mm.7-21)
B (mm.22-42)
Coda (mm.43-46)
Theme and
Variation
Theme (mm.1-7)
Variation 1 (mm.814)
Variation 2 (mm.1521)
Variation 3 (mm.2228)
Variation 4 (mm.2935)
Variation 5 (mm.3639)
Coda (mm.40-46)
Binary Form
A (mm.1-16)
B (mm. 17-30)
Coda (mm.31-34)
Binary Form
A (mm. 1-15)
B (mm.16-29)
Coda (mm. 30-36)

No. 20 “Seizing
Pellet”

C – B flat – A flat – F# – E – D – C

No. 22 “Counting
Numbers”

C Major

No. 23 “Four Feet
Snake”

C Major
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Table A.7 Group 2 (Counterpoint)
No. 3 “Kicking the
Shuttlecock”

F Major

Binary Form
Intro (mm. 1-10)
A (mm.11-22)
B (mm.23-33)

No. 7 “Catching the
Sheep”
No. 8 “Happiness”

E-flat Major

One-part Form

Traditional Chinese
Mode
A: D Zhi
B: A Zhi
C: B-flat Zhi
B-flat Major

Binary Form
A (mm.1-17)
B (mm.18-27)

No. 9 “Counting the
Birds”
No. 13 “Reverse
Singing”

One-part Form

C Major

Binary Form
A (mm.1-16)
B (mm. 17-42)

No. 5 Counting the
Ducks’ Eggs”

D Major – G Major –
D Major

No. 6 “A Sparrow
Song”
No. 19 “Clapping
Hands and Stretching
Feet”
No. 24 “Colorful
Frogs”

B-flat Major

Binary Form
Intro (mm.1-6)
A (mm.7-17)
B (mm.18-34)
One-part Form

Table A.8, Group 3 (Rhythm)

A Major

Binary Form
A (mm. 1-24)
B (mm. 25-48)
Binary Form
Intro (mm.1-8)
A (mm.9-23)
B (mm.24-35)
Coda (mm. 36-45)

A Major
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Table A.9 Group 4 (Style)
No. 11 “White
Moon”

D Major – G Major –
C Major – D Major

No. 12 “Goose”

G Minor

No. 21 “AH LI LI”

F Major

Theme and Variation
Theme (mm. 1-6)
Variation 1 (mm.7-12)
Variation 2 (mm.13-18)
Variation 3 (mm. 19-24)
Variation 4 (25-32)
Theme and Variation
Theme (mm.1-8)
Variation 1 (mm. 9-15)
Variation 2 (mm.16-22)
Variation 3 (mm.23-31)
Binary Form
A (mm.1-10)
Transition (mm.11-16)
B (mm. 17-26)
Coda (mm.27-30)

Table A.10 Group 5 (Others)
No. 4 “A Funny
Song”

F-A-F-Ab-F-D
D-Gb-D-F-D-F

No. 14 “Happy
Shepherd Boy”

F Major

No. 15 “Picking up
Articles”

G Major

No. 16 “DING
DING DANG”

C Major

Strophic Form
Intro (mm.1-8)
A (mm.9-22)
B (mm.23-34)
C (mm.35-48)
D (mm.49-58)
Binary Form
A (mm. 1-8)
B (mm. 9-31)
Binary Form
A (mm. 1-19)
B (mm. 20-48)
Coda (49-51)
Binary Form (According to the
“Golden Olive” constructional
way)
A (mm. 1-13)
B (mm. 14-61)

YW: Do you have any suggestions for the categorization? Is there anything that needs to
be corrected?
HY: I think your categorization is appropriate. Regarding the last group, I suggest that
No. 14 “Happy Shepherd Boy” and No. 16 “Ding Ding Dang” can be grouped since these
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two pieces’ compositional techniques are related to traditional Chinese instruments.
Regarding the analysis part, the musical form of No. 10 “Sculling” should be a one-part
form. The musical phrases and passages in this piece are too short to constitute the
variation form. In addition, since I use Chinese national modes instead of Western
functional harmony, each piece’s tonal center is not major or minor. Therefore, I suggest
you re-analyze each piece’s tonal center and send it to me by email.

YW: This set features 20th-century harmony and various compositional techniques,
which bring lots of possibilities and colors to the original folk song. How would you
characterize the style or genre of this set?
HY: I would describe it as Chinese national modal harmony in a contemporary style.
YW: There is an indication under each piece’s title to tell learners about this piece’s main
compositional trait. In addition, you explain every piece’s compositional idea in the
performance notes. According to my observation, you have used a common
compositional technique in almost every piece – varying the original folk song melody in
different ways (ex: change of the register, rhythm, key, and voice). Are there any other
common/standard techniques you used in this set? Do you have any additional comments
on the compositional techniques in this set?
HY: The texture of this set is mainly in three-voice while with both two-voice and fourvoice. In addition, I have not changed the melody of the original folk songs in my
composition. Every piece maintains the original melody but features different
compositional techniques. The range of some folk songs is not suitable for piano
composition. Therefore, I changed the tonal center but not the mode.
YW: Through the performance notes, we know that every piece’s main compositional
trait always relates to the original folk song’s character and imagery. I admire this very
much because it helps students become interested in learning this set. Can you talk about
this further? Why do you think this is important to students?
HY: In this set, many compositional techniques were understood from the original folk
song’s lyrics and characteristics. In this way, it can bring fun to the learning process and
help students understand various national cultures and compositional skills.

YW: During my analysis process, I had some questions about specific pieces. Let’s
analyze and discuss these pieces together. According to No. 16’s performance note, I
analyze the symmetrical numeral sequences of beats. I had some trouble on the second
page of this piece. Here’s my analysis (a separate pdf document is provided). Can you
help me figure out the metric number? Can you explain in detail about the “Golden
Chinese Olive”?
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HY: The “Golden Chinese Olive” is a metaphor describing a shape with two small ends
and a large part, like a date pit’s shape. I will send you the analysis of metric numbers by
email.
YW: According to No. 23’s performance note, the main compositional trait is the triple
set. Can you explain more about this compositional trait?
HY: This compositional trait means that it is always a three-note combination of threevoices in one vertical direction. For example, the triple set in measure 1 is “C-D-A” and
“D-F-A”.
YW: In the introduction, you have discussed this set’s purpose. You mentioned that you
hope this set can help students understand the traditional culture and gain comprehensive
musical knowledge. I appreciate the cultural and educational ideas behind this set. Why
do you think this is important to students? How do you think this set is helpful to pianists
in musical and cultural aspects?
HY: When I started to compose this set, I had already considered the educational
purpose. As I mentioned in the introduction, “The process of studying piano should be as
a way to comprehend national culture, to understand composing skills, and to know how
to analyze & perform a new piece and distinguish the artistic experience led by
performing treatments of distinct musical styles —— these are my synthetic aims to
compose such a volume of piano pieces.” The approach and idea of this set are different
from most previous piano method books that only focus on performance techniques. This
set provides the option for students interested in learning Chinese piano works to explore
more new music with distinct ethnic characteristics. I hope students can establish interest
in discovering their own culture and enrich their cultural experiences through this set for
Chinese students.

YW: Do you have any suggestions you would like to address for teachers or students to
use this set? Are there any other comments you would like to share about this set?
HY: First of all, I believe that the teacher who teaches this set must have a
comprehensive ability. Teachers need to teach piano technique skills, use various music
theory knowledge, and be equipped with cultural understanding. Currently, I think this
type of teacher is still relatively rare in China. Through this set, I hope that students can
improve the artistic imagination and understanding of culture rather than only focus on
practicing technical skills.
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